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ABSTRACT
There is the potential for citizens to make a profound
impact on the sustainability of cities at the neighborhood
scale. This is the scale that people relate to spatially,
economically, and socially. It is also a scale that tends to
be left out in sustainability planning as governments
focus on the level of cities or regions, and individuals
focus on their own households. Yet, some sustainability
measures require coordination at the neighborhood
scale.
This paper is an investigation of eighteen entities that
have attempted to enhance urban sustainability at the
neighborhood scale either by direct implementation, by
coordinating or training groups to implement measures
themselves, or by developing tools to aid
implementation. I discuss the successes of these
endeavors, as well as the constraints and barriers that
they have faced. The ultimate goal of this paper is to
identify the most effective and appropriate routes for
citizen implementation and to highlight how these routes
can best be supported. To this end, I propose the
development of a Green Blocks Toolkit, containing a
suite of organizational tools, a database to track metrics
and examples, and a strategy for interfacing with
institutional support that can help groups overcome
barriers and aid in their success and duplication.
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INTRODUCTION
Many cities and towns do not have an Office of
Sustainability and often lack the capacity to implement
sustainability at the detailed level of buildings, blocks,
and neighborhoods. While some sustainability
technologies and services exist at the present time, they
tend to be ad-hoc, lacking a coherent and focused
context in policy, certification standards and a means for
integrated implementation. Cities are ill-equipped to
implement or manage sustainability measures at the
block or multi-block scale. Yet, many sustainability
measures are appropriate to this level of organization.
There is a gap in implementation, however, at the
neighborhood level. This is where citizen involvement
can make a profound impact.
I interviewed representatives of groups that have
attempted to implement sustainability at the
neighborhood scale. In these interviews, I tried to
understand the obstacles to, and opportunities for,
implementation of sustainability measures at the
neighborhood scale. I also interviewed developers of
tools designed to assist these groups and citizens. These
interviews revealed that although citizen groups face
many of the traditional barriers to organizing their
communities and instigating change, there are measures
that can boost the efficacy of citizen-led initiatives:
* A well-defined and focused strategy for organizing
leadership and implementing action
* Online tools that complement interpersonal
relationships through provision of information or data
and strengthening networks
- The ability to piggyback on the social networks of
existing groups, rather than building a new one from
scratch
- Support from city government
The lessons learned by many of the groups interviewed
can be translated into a model for implementation: an
online platform containing an organizational toolkit,
database, and network mechanism could inspire new
initiatives by way of example, guiding action, and
tracking metrics. I refer to this proposed model
throughout the rest of the paper as The Green Blocks
Project.
I begin this essay by discussing human-scale landscapes
and the value of action at the neighborhood scale,
within a multi-scale approach, and the importance of
group coordination for implementation of certain
sustainability measures. Next, I outline the components
of a Green Blocks Toolkit that would aid these types of
measures. I then describe the case studies that I chose
to represent citizen efforts to implement sustainability
measures at the neighborhood scale. Finally, I analyze
the constraints and barriers that these groups have
encountered and discuss more specifically how the
development of a Green Blocks toolkit can help groups
overcome some of these barriers and encourage their
success and replication.
HUMAN LANDSCAPES; NATURAL LANDSCAPES
However blind they may have been to natural
processes, city dwellers have cherished isolated
natural features and have sought to incorporate
those features into their physical surroundings. This
search for nature has been evidenced, over the
millennia, in garden plots, parks and promenades,
suburbs, and utopian proposals for garden cities.
(Spirn 1984, 29)
For as long as humans have lamented the congestion
and various forms of pollution that accompany the
population density and economic activity of cities, they
have looked nostalgically to nature as either a
recreational, spiritual or utopian remedy (Jackson, 1985;
Cronon, 1991; Spirn, 1984). For most of human history,
however, nature seemed a vast inexhaustible resource
that could be mined, pumped, rerouted, deforested, or
visited at will (for those with the money to do so). Nature
was introduced into cities in the form of parks that fulfilled
human needs for natural vistas and recreation, but park
features were rarely thought of as functional
components of urban ecological systems. "All too
often.. .they focused on the delightful, but superficial,
manifestations of nature and ignored the underlying
natural processes" (Spirn 1984, 33). There have been
notable exceptions, such as Frederick Law Olmsted's
design of the Boston Fens, which serves aesthetic
purposes as well as those of surface water purification
(Spirn 1984). In general, though, the human longing for
nature in daily life has resulted in the suburbanization of
much of the United States, with the bitter irony that
suburbs have erased more nature than they have
created as roads and parkways are laid down over
forests and wetlands, or as housing developments are
favored over agricultural land, which then re-appear
elsewhere to meet demand. Suburbs contain the
"trappings of nature, like trees, lawns, gardens, and lakes,
but are built with as little regard for the processes of
nature as were the old cities" (Spirn 1984, 34). By
continually employing development patterns that have
not been re-thought for decades, aging suburbs
become low-density city sprawl (Ben-Joseph 2005).
Nature becomes muted, pushed out or erased in such
situations unless natural processes are actively
incorporated into the fabric of the city.
Sustainability planning asks humans in urban contexts to
relate to nature in new ways. Nature is no longer
something to be conquered, or kept out (Cronon 1991).
Nor is it enough to simply gaze upon it. Natural systems
must be re-enmeshed with the human-built environment
of cities if we are to support current population trends on
a limited natural resource base.
To speak of environmental sustainability, it is necessary to
recognize the role of the environment in providing goods
and services that sustain human life and activity (Arge,
Groot, Farber, Grasso, Hannon, Limburg, Naeem, &
Costanza, 1997). Ecosystem services and natural capital
can be thought of in terms of stocks, flows, and sinks.
Stocks are stores of natural capital, such as bodies of
freshwater, forests that clean air, filter water and provide
habitat and timber; fertile topsoil; ore; and so on (Lovins,
Lovins & Hawken 1999). Another type of ecosystem
service is that of flows: in a healthy environment, water
moves across landscapes and percolates through soil,
hydrating the biosphere and diluting wastes and toxins.
Nutrients flow through biotic and abiotic systems,
benefitting plants, animals and humans along the way.
Energy is transferred from sun to plants, from oil to
electricity. The environment also performs services in the
form of sinks. Chemical and biological toxins are
absorbed into the soil, air, and water bodies. Solid and
radioactive wastes are buried underground.
A sustainable society is one that can maintain ecosystem
services in perpetuity in order to support healthy human
societies and economies; this requires maintaining a
positive balance of natural capital (Vanderheiden 2008;
Wackernagel & Rees). Political scientist Steve
Vanderheiden distinguishes between the term natural
resources and natural capital. Natural capital is a stock
of natural materials that exists at a point in time and
enables production of natural resources. Natural
resources, in theory, "may be produced at sustainable
levels in perpetuity," while natural capital, "is necessary
for this process of producing natural resources, and so
must be conserved" (Vanderheiden 2008). In other
words, deficits in natural capital result in an inability to
sustainably extract natural resources and for humans to
reproduce economically and thus to function socially
and politically. Sustainability, then, is the ordering of
social and economic practices in such a way that the
environment retains its capacity to provide services in the
form of stocks, flows and sinks, and to thus, ultimately,
sustain human life.
Incorporation of natural processes into the functioning of
cities can take a direct form, for example, when green
infrastructure is valued as not just an aesthetic
embellishment, but as a core element of a city's
hydrologic, biotic, and microclimatic functioning.
Natural processes can be incorporated into city systems
indirectly through the built environment by implementing
such measures as water harvesting and re-use systems,
renewable energy systems, and various forms of resource
conservation and local food production. Integrating
ecological, economic, social and cultural systems in
ways that increase rather than decrease the stocks of
natural resources is the essence of the concept of
sustainability.
Integrating sustainability concepts into urban planning
and policy requires an enhancement of ecosystem
services that benefit human populations, and that
reduce the drain on surrounding ecosystems in the
region, and globally. In addition to the consideration of
natural capital this integration requires consideration of
social, economic, and cultural capital as well (Selman
2001; Ostrom 1990). And, it entails fluency between
natural systems and human systems. The types of
landscapes that humans use for recreation, food
production, habitation, public space, and transportation
should be consonant with the types of landscapes that
are needed for healthy ecological, hydrological, and
atmospheric functioning whenever possible. Hence,
sustainability planning inevitably brings with it questions of
spatial scale, as tensions arise between the needs of
human and natural communities and systems.
A MATTER OF SCALE
There are multiple levels at which to implement action,
measures or policy to move towards amore sustainable
society: from the individual, to the community, to the
national. Ecology recognizes multiple levels of
organization, or as Tim Allen suggests, criteria for
observation: individuals, species, populations,
communities, landscapes and ecosystems. Similarly,
urban sustainability planning must recognize the
importance of integrating multiple scales into programs,
policies and plans. For example, individuals can make
choices about their consumption patterns. A household
can install solar a greywater system. A neighborhood
can install a district heating facility. A city can
implement a congestion pricing fee. A region can
support transit-oriented development and high speed rail
lines.
I start with the assumption that some sustainability
measures are most feasible when carried out at the
neighborhood scale, with cooperation between, or buy-
in from, multiple households. For the purposes of this
paper, this scale can range from a single block to
multiple blocks, or can constitute one or more multi-
family dwellings. Measures implemented at the
neighborhood or block level may not be feasible or
cost-effective at the level of individual buildings, yet they
are generally not the kinds of big infrastructure or
homogenous city-wide programs that municipal
governments are accustomed to putting in place.
Examples include aggregating interest in energy
efficiency or generation so that residents can benefit
from neighborhood net metering or reduced energy and
installation costs; multi-house greywater or rainwater
catchment systems; or aggregation of private yards or
derelict spaces for urban food production, composting,
and localized water management.
I chose to look specifically at group implementation at
the neighborhood scale because I suspect that by
coordinating across private property, groups can
defragment landscapes and more efficiently coordinate
resources and labor in ways that are too detailed for
cities to handle. Many of the sustainability or stormwater
management plans promulgated by cities in recent
years, for example, rest heavily on green infrastructure
components. Green infrastructure (like the alternative
grey infrastructure of pipes and gutters) costs money to
install and maintain. The difference with green
infrastructure is that citizens potentially have an interest
and a stake in playing a stewardship role in growing the
green parts of their city. If coordinated well, the
implications of this are reduced capital and operating
costs, especially if residents install green infrastructure on
private land.
The same goes for other forms of distributed
infrastructure. New possibilities open up if neighbors are
able and willing to work together or share resources. A
derelict patchwork of backyard concrete slabs
cordoned off by chain link fences could be transformed
into an orchard watered by greywater from the
surrounding homes. What once was a private sliver of
unproductive land, could be a semi-public, fruit-bearing
park.
Action at the scale of the neighborhood may be seen by
some as trivial, or beside the point. Landscape architect
Richard Forman, among others, argues for a focus on
land use at the regional scale. He asks the reader to
imagine a group of rhinos rampaging through a
restaurant, while we concentrate on adjusting the
napkins, filling a glass, and brushing up some
crumbs. So it seems on land, we focus on our
house lots, our housing developments, sometimes
our towns, while giant forces are degrading, even
transforming, our valuable land (Forman, 2008, 1).
In aggregate, though, neighborhood action can
become highly relevant. Drawing on European
examples, planning scholar Timothy Beatley (2000)
argues that it is important to reinforce actions at every
scale, from the project and neighborhood scale to the
region, and to reinforce connections between those
scales. Furthermore, understanding their own
neighborhood ecosystems may be a necessary stepping
stone for many to understanding the region as an
ecological entity worthy of notice.
The reason that Forman and others argue for a regional
approach to land use is that "People of the region, long
dependent on the local resources and benefits of natural
systems, must increasingly depend on more distant, more
expensive resources. Concurrently the value of natural
systems drops, as nature-dependent aesthetics,
inspiration, ethics, and resources for future generations
erode" (Forman, 2008, 4). Increasing, uncontrolled
urbanization, they argue, fragments natural landscapes,
decreasing the ecological functionality of the region.
Though attention to the regional scale is of utmost
importance in planning and maintaining viable
landscapes and economies, a focus on the human scale
of neighborhoods is also vital. Even while advocating for
a regional approach, Forman points to the merit of
strategies that aim at smaller scales: first, he points to the
repetition of small spaces within the region and suggests
that "if good models or generic solutions were
determined for the small spaces, their cumulative effect
could be measureable or even quite significant at the
regional scale" (Forman 2008, 19). There is an important
caveat to bear in mind though - while regions are made
up of many small spaces, those spaces are socially,
culturally, economically, or ecologically heterogeneous,
and the model must allow for that heterogeneity.
Second, Forman cites hierarchy theory as a reason to
look to smaller spaces: "the scale just below or finer than
the area of interest affects the area. This finer scale is
where most people look for answers. How does the
internal structure and functioning affect the larger object
of interest?" (Forman 2008, 19). So, in order to
understand the regional or city scale, it is worth having a
mechanism for tracking sustainability metrics at the
neighborhood and household scales.
Finally, Forman acknowledges that human perception is
more aligned with smaller spaces. He states,
Unless one goes up in a balloon," he states, "or
analytically looks down from airplane windows or
pores over satellite images and maps, one does
not really see an urban region. Rather the public
mainly sees and relates to small spaces. Thus
translating public preferences into public policy
and planning generally means dealing with small
spaces" (Nassauer 1997, Joghnosn and Hill 2002)
(Forman 2008, 19).
Humans organize social, cultural and economic capital
on multiple scales, from the international, to the regional,
to the city, to the community, to the family. These are all
abstract concepts, but it is only at the localized scales of
neighborhood and below, where people know one
another's name, that relationships are meaningful in a
personal way, where people feel responsibility towards
one another. This is the scale where social capital - the
connections between people - can most readily be
transformed into action that alters human-inhabited
landscapes. (See Putnam 2000 and Arneil 2006 for a
critical analysis of the concept of social capital).
City or regional policies and programs can enhance
urban sustainability to a point, but beyond that point,
cooperation between households and citizen buy-in
(enabled by social capital) will be necessary to
implement sustainability strategies that address land-use
issues within cities. A city can, for example, implement a
composting program to reduce its waste stream and
reduce greenhouse gases, or a tree planting program to
decrease combined sewer overflows, improve air quality,
and reduce energy use. But, there are limited
mechanisms by which a city can dictate what happens
on private land, especially with regards to infrastructure
or land use that requires ongoing maintenance such as
food production, water reuse or renewable energy
systems. While a landscape planning approach is
appropriate for preventing sprawl, further fragmentation
of natural patches and degradation of natural resources,
we need to work at smaller scales to mend landscapes
that are already fragmented and damaged by urban
processes. City landscapes are mosaics of variegated
land use, ownership, and zoning codes. This means that
it is impossible to treat a patch as a unified whole,
without dealing with the human community within that
patch. A strengthening of social capital is one of the
necessary ingredients for the inter-household
cooperation required if neighborhoods, and ultimately
regions, are to function as ecological systems.
It is important to remember that while management of
human landscape and infrastructure does at times take
the form of top-down government policy that can be
directly informed by ecological data or theory, in the
absence of strong policy or incentives, system
management is also carried out by thousands or millions
of people within an urban ecosystem every day. Urban
residents decide how much fertilizer to use on their lawns
(or whether to plant a food garden instead of a lawn);
they decide to turn off the air conditioner, or weatherize
their house; they decide to install solar panels, a green
roof, or paint the roof white. Most of these urban
residents don't have the benefit of ecological data and
models, though their actions might be partially grounded
in ecological theory. How can urban ecological theory,
or empirical evidence when it's available, be translated
in ways that can affect the distributed management of
urban ecosystems? If cultural landscapes are to be more
commensurate with ecological landscapes there must
be opportunities for action at the human scale, and
there must be procedural mechanisms by which
individuals and households can cooperate to reshape
their immediate environments. The Green Blocks Project
could make procedural mechanisms and pathways to
action accessible.
THE GREEN BLOCKS PROJECT
Social tools don't create collective action-they
merely remove the obstacles to it... Revolution
doesn't happen when society adopts new
technologies-it happens when society adopts
new behaviors (Shirky 2008, 159).
There are hundreds of groups across the country that
meet to educate themselves or others about
sustainability, or to network with people who are equally
interested in the topic. Yet, it was a difficult task to find
groups for this study that had actually managed to get
measures implemented, or that had even tried. I suspect
that the number of ongoing groups implementing
sustainability measures at the neighborhood scale
numbers less than fifty nationwide. The leap from
learning and talking to doing is wide. The barriers to
implementation are considerable. Many groups have
the conviction to live more sustainable lives, but to move
beyond the ease of green drinks and potlucks to
installing greywater and photovoltaics requires support in
the form of tools, resources, and guidance.
Clay Shirky (2008), a scholar of new media culture, makes
the point that new social media have reduced groups'
organizational transaction costs to the extent that new
forms of collective action are now possible. A well-
designed, go-to, online sustainability platform that
provides a unique, free service to neighborhood
sustainability groups could take its place among
Wikipedia, Meetup, Flickr, Facebook, Youtube and
Twitter. It could revolutionize the way people think about
their neighborhoods and their contributions to urban
sustainability, and could culturally normalize the practice
of civic participation by enabling citizens to proactively
respond to complex problems that are otherwise
paralyzing.
Communities do not have to be spatial; in fact, there is a
proliferation of n 'on-spatial communities as people
organize themselves over the internet (Shirky, 2008). But,
when communities are defined by the places where
people live or work - neighborhoods - the possibility
opens up for organizing social capital (networks) and
human capital (knowledge and skills) for spatial and
ecological re-formation of urban landscapes. The fact
that people are now accustomed to representing their
social networks on the internet opens up new
opportunities for linking existing spatial communities,
gathering data, and sharing information.
Image 1 shows the basic elements of the proposed
Green Blocks Project. Each of the main branches of the
diagram - menu, network, and toolkit - is a core
component of the platform. The components
represented in the sub-branches should start out basic
enough to be flexible, elegant enough to be compelling,
and functional enough to encourage use. Once a basis
of users is established, tools can be added as needed.
Though the diagram represents the elements of the
platform as distinct, and the sections below address the
core components of the platform separately, there are
linkages between many of the platform functions, which
will be explained below.
Images 2-4 on the following pages are rudimentary
sketches a Green Blocks website. They are meant to
give a sense of how the Green Blocks site could be
navigated rather than as a comprehensive, fully
developed illustration.
Energy
Landscape and Green Infrastructure
Urban Agriculture
Water enu
Environmental Justice
Placernaking and Public Space
Transportation
Elements of
The Green Blocks Project,/
Toolkit
Clustered Connections (local)
Scattered Connections (national) Network Interface
Institutional Connections
(linking resources and policy goals)
Image 1: Elements of the Green Blocks Project
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Analytic Tools
GREEN BLOCKS TOOLKIT
Connecting Communities with Sustainability Tools
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About Green
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Contact
e A Resident
o Government
o An Organizer
For Residents
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Aenean in egestas urna. Suspendisse quis
metus quis sem tincidunt fringilla. Praesent interdum bibendum eros, nec dictum odio volutpat ac.
Vestibulum varius neque id libero fermentum interdum. Vivamus tempus tincidunt odio, nec auctor
ante sodales laoreet. Etlam adipiscing, neque eget.
For Governments
Curabitur eget velit diam, commodo molestie erat. In hac habitasse platea dictumst. Vivamus tempor
facilisis magna. in tincidunt mauris sagittis at. Vivamus porta, urna et blandit accumsan, urna libero
tempor dui, sed lobortis metus sapien id urna. Duis ut euismod dui. Nulla vulputate tortor vitae lacus
mattis in feugiat ligula consectetur.
For Organizers
Praesent pellentesque dui sed tortor malesuada congue. Sed quis ligula nis, vel interdum lorem.
Sed ac ante vel elit feugiat fermentum quis vitae metus. Praesent ut purus elit. Cum sociis natoque
penatibus et magnis dis parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. Nam auctor commodo ligula.
Nam et nisi in nisi commodo fringilla eu faucibus massa.
Image 2: On the homepage, users could indicate whether they are a resident, an organizer, or a government entity, or they could
simply log on, allowing for a more customized and simple user interface. Designs courtesy of Stephanie Stern.
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Image 3: Users would be able access projects happening in their own neighborhood or city as well as explore projects being
implemented in other places as a source of inspiration and guidance
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Where is the next solar water heater barnraising?
Lorem ipsum dolor sit arnet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Aenean in egestas
quis metus quis sem tincidunt frinoilla.
-- More details
Join the Solar Network
Browse projects in other places
Start a new project in my neighborhood
Image 4: What users see when they click on a measure-type will depend on the projects happening nearby. It could be an active
project, or the site could lead them to explore examples of projects in other places to give them ideas of what is possible with a little
elbow grease.
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MENU
Sustainability is a broad concept; one of the biggest
challenges to implementation is knowing where to begin.
A navigation menu, such as the one pictured in Image 3,
would break the concept down into parts that are easier
to tackle, thereby creating a clearer pathway to action.
It could also act as a gateway, introducing people to
new ideas within sustainability implementation. A group
initially interested in renewable energy installations may
realize that installing a neighborhood compost facility as
a next step furthers many of the same goals. The platform
becomes a choose-your-own-adventure for groups to
incrementally add projects to their queue, as they are
ready to take them on.
For groups that are already formed and prefer to
maintain a singular focus, the specificity of sub-
categories will act as more of an attractor than the more
general sustainability heading. At the same time, people
can benefit from being categorized together with groups
that they might not have initially considered of the same
ilk. A menu that breaks sustainability down into different
areas of implementation or concepts, along with an
intelligent search engine, would make room for groups
that don't all identify the same way. For example,
groups that have convened for the purposes of green
infrastructure installation, environmental justice, and
placemaking can all find themselves in the same forum,
learn from each others' experiences, and benefit from
each others' resources and connections.
Finally, the menu would guide users to tools and
information that are specific to that concept or
environmental medium. They could pull up a solar map
of their city under "Energy." Or they could discover,
under "Transportation," that there is a bike lane debate
raging in their neighborhood, and then quickly see how
such debates and projects have unfolded in other
places.
TOOLKIT
The backbone of the toolkit will be the project
management tools and a database to track projects
and project metrics. A general set of project
management tools would allow people to
delineate a project time horizon, assign tasks, share
calendars, track success, and so on.
There are project management tools that exist like this on
the internet. Basecamp.com is a good example of a
project management platform, but since it costs money,
groups with shoestring resources don't even consider
using it. Many groups use Google Docs to manage their
tasks, but eventually run up against the limits of the
service: it is a basic set of tools that is not designed for
their specific organizational and project needs. Green
Blocks could have project management tools that are
more closely tailored to the needs of citizen groups
implementing sustainability measures at the
neighborhood scale.
A database could be used in three ways: (1) to track
data for the sake of managing individual projects; (2) to
use project data to form a big picture that shows what
kind of citizen led sustainability efforts are happening,
where, and in which ways those efforts are, or are not,
successful; and (3) to link neighborhood sustainability
projects to city or state-wide indicator projects. Tracking
and entering the metrics could not only help
neighborhood groups have a better perspective of their
projects with relation to broader needs and goals, it can
also help policymakers identify which types of
neighborhood sustainability projects they are most
interested in supporting.
Visioning and analytic tools can help groups and
individuals make decisions about which measures to
implement given their particular climate, landscape, and
resources. Analytic tools can help groups assess their
progress, and present the results to outside entities such
as the city or foundations willing to provide resources. As
the Green Blocks platform expands, visioning and
analytic tools can be added incrementally as their
usefulness becomes apparent. The communications
infrastructure of the platform - the networking interface -
will be the basis of making these decisions.
NETWORK INTERFACE
Shirky (2008) asserts that attempting to think of online
social networks in terms of averages is
counterproductive. Rather than thinking about the
average of individual behavior, it is more useful to think
of the behavior of the collective. Groups don't merely
act like an aggregation of individuals - instead, their
behavior takes on a different quality as the complexity of
a group grows faster than its size. As an example, Shirky
uses a power law distribution to illustrate the difference
between the tight, clustered conversation of small,
friendly weblogs with low readership and larger weblogs
that have become famous and heavily trafficked (Figure
3). The concept is intuitive. Small groups can sustain
dialogic conversations; as more people join, this dynamic
breaks down and the conversation starts to look more
like a broadcast.
Broadcast
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Conversation
Tight
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Image 5: Modified from Shirky (2008, 129)
Similarly, social networks (both online and off) can be
thought of as having at least two tiers that function in
fundamentally different ways. Within small, tightly knit
clusters (neighborhood associations, for example) it is
possible for everyone to know and interact with
everyone else. But, there are also networks of networks.
There might be one or two people within a
neighborhood association that are well connected to
other clusters within the city (city council, a local
foundation, the parks commission, other neighborhood
associations). There might also be people within the
neighborhood association that are better connected
nationally because they have moved around, work for a
non-profit with national reach, or simply have friends and
family in other cities. The work that these social
gatekeepers perform - connecting the smaller cluster
networks to other cluster networks or to the larger,
sparser, network-of-networks - is one of the key things
that makes social media run. Social gatekeepers enable
the rapid "viral" spread of information or duplication of
behavior, and they are the backbone of sites like
Facebook and Twitter. Not everyone plays this role,
however. The Green Blocks Networking interface will
V\/\.
have to account for the difference in these various types
of networks, as well as the division of labor among users.
It will also be important for the interface to have the
capacity to merge with existing social networking
technologies, as potential users are unlikely to want to
add another completely new network.
The cluster-networking functions of the Green Blocks
platform could be directly tied to the project
management tools described in the toolkit section
below, enabling people within a cluster network to not
only communicate socially, but to assign roles and
implement tasks. Members could communicate in
forum-type settings. In other words, cluster-networks (akin
to "groups" on Facebook) would be linked to the more
internal aspects of project implementation.
The scatter-networking functions of the platform would
be tied to the database, so that projects could be
searched and new connections could be made. These
networks could participate in more general forums
seeded by articles written by Green Blocks researchers.
An article on urban tree planting and maintenance
could generate a variety of discussion on techniques
appropriate to different climates as well as leads that
people could follow for further advice.
A third type of network could be made possible through
the Green Blocks platform: one that links neighborhood
groups to institutional actors. By centralizing information
and data on neighborhood projects, as well as the
sustainability goals of cities, non-profit organzations, or
private institutions, it will be easier for people within each
of these entities to find each other. The Manhattan
Borough President's office is trying to do just this by
developing Speak up New York, an online platform to
facilitate communication among community groups and
between community groups and the city. Given the
amount of data that the Green Blocks platform will
contain, the platform will be able to find affinities and
suggest introductions between key citizen leaders and
appropriate civil servants or resource opportunities.
CREATION AND MAINTENANCE
Once the basic tool is launched and in general use,
there are possibilities for the entity housing the tool to
partner with cities that want to encourage its use. City-
specific campaigns could be designed that are tailored
to match the city's programs, and Green Blocks
organizers could provide additional technical support to
newbie groups within partnering cities.
It is imperative that The Green Blocks platform be
available for free if it is to be used by neighborhood
groups, especially if it is to inspire the inception of new
groups. There are already too many constraints to citizen
implementation of sustainability measures: the goal of
this platform is to remove obstacles, not to add more.
The creation and maintenance would, therefore, need
to be supported by a foundation, non-profit organization,
or federal government entity. OpenPlans, a partner in
the development of Speak up New York, is one example
of such an entity, as is the Center for Neighborhood
Technology in Chicago. Both of these organizations are
dedicated to the development and maintenance of
tools for civic engagement.
CASE STUDIES: GETTING SUSTAINABILITY IMPLEMENTED
This section begins with brief descriptions of the entities
that I investigated. Some of these entities are grassroots
groups trying to make an impact in their own
neighborhoods. Others are organizations that enable
neighborhood sustainability organizing or
implementation in some way. And others are tools that
have been developed to assist the implementation of
sustainability measures. Table 1 in the Appendix
presents a summary of how each entity is most functional
or successful and the main challenges that it faces. In
the table, I also try to give a sense for the scope of the
endeavor, or to what extent the type of measure has
been duplicated, but this information is largely based on
a qualitative assessment gleaned from interviews rather
than a comprehensive survey. I chose this set of case
studies not because they are the only examples, or
because they are better than initiatives that I have left
out, but because they were willing and ready to tell their
story', and because when seen together, these
I1 found these entities via a combination of methodological searching and
word of mouth. I systematically contacted people involved with the
Transition Town movements and sustainability Meetup groups to ask for
endeavors are illustrative of the state of citizen led
sustainability in the US.
COMPREHENSIVE APPROACHES AND PLACEMAKING
Cases in this first section employ either placemaking
strategies or comprehensive approaches that attempt to
organize and implement a wide range of sustainability
measures at once. For these groups, the place itself
tends to be central: by building community and
relationships tied to place, they hope to enhance the
resiliency of their particular locations, and increase the
sustainability of their lifestyles within both a regional and
global context.
The idea of placemaking comes out of a landscape
architecture context that stresses the importance of
leads to groups in their areas. Some of the case studies are a result of
suggestions and some are groups that I stumbled across in internet
searches. There are several entities that I would have liked to include that
I was not able to make contact with, or that were not interested in
participating in research. Among others, this includes a neighborhood-
based environmental justice organization, a homeowners association that
won a city green award for its sustainability efforts, and Bright Neighbor, a
neighborhood asset-mapping tool in Portland. I also spoke with many
groups that were enthusiastic about sustainability concepts, but whose
groups did not fit the parameters of the study because they were still
primarily focused on education or networking rather than implementation.
designing places that have identity at the human scale.
Some have advocated for a bottom-up approach to
placemaking as a way to strengthen community. The
City Repair website defines placemaking as
a multi-layered process within which citizens foster
active, engaged relationships to the spaces which
they inhabit, the landscapes of their lives, and
shape those spaces in a way which creates a
sense of communal stewardship and lived
connection. This is most often accomplished
through a creative reclamation of public space
(cityrepair.org 2010).
Strengthening local relationships, they argue, is a
necessary component of constructing a sustainable
society. Cook of City Repair asserts that
It doesn't matter how sustainable we are, if we
don't have sustainable communities, if we don't
have an awareness of stability inside of ourselves,
there is no way we are going to get along... We
need to make a conscious effort to break free of
the isolation we are living in... because the
underlying problems can't be solved with
technology alone.
Many of the groups in this category have implemented
or lobbied for traffic calming measures for the purpose of
neighborhood safety, creating neighborhood identity,
and overall sustainability. Beatley (2000) discusses traffic
calming measures-such as physical barriers, visual
demarcations, creative uses of vegetation, and
integration of pedestrian activities-as a means to
making places more accessible to pedestrians and
bicycles, and ultimately to reducing the number of cars
in cities.
Another concept that is important in all of the efforts
discussed below, particularly in the Transition Town
movement, is resiliency. While there are goals within the
movement to mitigate the effects of climate change,
there is an even stronger emphasis on combining
mitigatory action with adaptation in the face of
impending economic and environmental problems
resulting from climate change and peak oil. To those
within the movement it is important that the message is
not one of doom and gloom, but a proactive call to
economic, social and ecological reformation.
City Repair in Portland is focused on enhancing
sustainability through placemaking. One of the main
programs within City Repair, The Village Building
Convergence (VBC), provides support to people who
want to implement projects in their own neighborhoods.
Michael Cook, a VBC coordinator says, "VBC is a ten day
placemaking event that brings communities, volunteers
and experts in the field of sustainability together to help
make positive change in the world a neighborhood at a
time."
When VBC started out in 1997 people came together to
do everything from planning to implementation in about
ten days. Now, the model has morphed into a four
month placemaking process. Each neighborhood
project tends to have a core team of about 4-8 people
who are planning and advocating for it. Then 50-100 get
involved during the week of implementation in May. In
2010 VBC had 30-40 proposals; Hindi lserhott, also a City
Repair coordinator, estimates that 10-15 of those projects
will drop off by May, but considers that to be a fact of life
rather than a loss. People get sick or busy. Those
proposals may be back next year, when their champions
are in a better position to see them through.
Image 6: Sunnyside Piazza intersection painting
Image 7: Teahouse constructed from renewable materials
Image 9: auckman Community Composting Site
Image 8: VBC Mycology Workshop
L.A. Eco-village is based on a different model. It focuses
all of its efforts on a two-block area: the neighborhood in
which its members' apartment building is located. The
group has been in a Koreatown neighborhood in Los
Angeles for over twenty years. In the words of Lois Arkin,
a longtime resident and one of the founding members,
LAEV's intention is to demonstrate the "complex,
interactive processes that a neighborhood goes through
to create a higher quality of life at a much lower
environmental impact." True to the eco-village model, its
members hope that if they can demonstrate sustainable
living, other neighborhoods will follow suit and draw on
their experiences. The residents of LAEV have
implemented projects within their own apartment
building, such as a greywater system, solar panels, a
food garden, and a bike repair shop. They have also
continually engaged with the surrounding neighborhood
Within the neighborhood context, LAEC has worked with
neighbors and with the city to plant over one hundred
fruit trees on both private and public property. They
have undertaken traffic calming measures, including a
street painting and working with the city to install a bulb-
out (narrow the street), and were successful in
convincing the city to use permeable pavement in the
project.
Image 11: LAEV member demonstrates permeable pavement
Image 12: Construction of sidewalk bulb-outImage 10: LAEV Solar panel installation
Image 13: LAEV meets their neighbors with tea on the street
Image 14: Bike repair station
Image 15: LAEV garden party
Transition Towns are similar to eco-villages in that they are
local groups that draw from a generalized model and
belong to a global network. The Transition Town
movement is global, started in the UK as a reaction to
peak oil and climate change, and is just starting to gain
traction in the US. It is based on a national network of
communities that use a twelve-step model for planning,
visioning, and implementing community action.
Individual communities can hew to the model as strictly
or as liberally as they see fit.
.. .......  
-- ---- -
I interviewed organizers of Transition Whatcom, the
second transition town in the US to reach step four: The
Great Unleashing. After a year of preparation,
Whatcom's Great Unleashing brought together about
eight hundred citizens to inspire action and form ongoing
working groups. Transition Whatcom's ultimate goal is to
act as a hub to smaller, community initiatives.
Image 16: Whatcom residents arrive to the Great Unleashing
by bike
Image 17: Francis Moore Lappe, author of Diet for a Small
Planet speaks at Whatcom's Great Unleashing
Image 18: Vermiculture demonstration
Image 19: Transition Whatcom visioning activity Image 20: Transition Whatcom connects people to their
neighborhoods
Greenport is not a formal transition town, though it frames
its concerns in much the same way, and has been in
conversation with transition town members from nearby
communities. It is, in the words of Rob Riman, "a
neighborhood group formed to nurture local resilience
and sustainability at the local level." Greenport is a
classic example of the type of groups that the Green
Blocks Project would benefit. The group is focused on
Cambridgeport, an approximately 6 x 12 block
neighborhood in the City of Cambridge, though it
doesn't exclude participants from other areas.
Greenport grew out of the Cambridgeport
Neighborhood Association as residents wanted to form a
group that explicitly tackled environmental concerns.
Greenport has used the format of a forum, followed by
an incubator to blend education, inspiration and action.
Speakers from either within or outside the community are
invited to speak at the forums, which are public events
that address a specific initiative or issue that can be
addressed by action at the local level. The forums that
people have found particularly provocative have been
followed up by incubators at which residents have
brainstormed how to translate the ideas of the forum into
positive change within their neighborhood.
The most successful thing to come out of the incubators
in terms of ongoing implementation has been the Home
Energy Efficiency Barn-raisings (HEET) inspired by a
presentation by Coop Power, both of which are
discussed below. After the group coalesced in 2007, it
formed several subcommittees to address the variety of
issues that touch the problems of climate change and
resiliency in the face of peak oil. All of the
subcommittees petered but one - the transportation
committee - which lobbied the city for installation of a
bike lane and actively participated in the design of the
bike lane which was constructed in 2009.
Image 21: Greenport garden tour
The Center for Neighborhood Technology (CNT) is a more
established, more formal non-profit organization based in
Chicago that has been committed to enhancing the
sustainability and livability of cities since 1979. Their
strategy is to empower neighborhoods through access to
information and tools that the communities can use for
research, analysis and consensus building. One of the
more recent tools developed by CNT is a Stormwater
Management Calculator that helps people to learn
about the relationship between green infrastructure
features and stormwater runoff. It can be used by
homeowners, neighborhood groups, or developers to
make rough cost-benefit calculations when trying to
decide which features to incorporate into buildings or
landscapes to better manage stormwater onsite. The
calculator integrates environmental services and socio-
economic externalities, such as air quality, energy use
and public health, among others, into its cost-benefit
analysis.
CNT's Transopoly Game series uses a board game to
educate stakeholders about the relationship between
transportation and land-use, bring them into a visioning
process, and aid them in reaching consensus on
transportation decisions and budgeting priorities
.... .....
Image 22: The Transopoly game at work
ENERGY
Energy efficiency and renewable energy measures
contribute to sustainability by reducing reliance on fossil
fuels. Coal, oil and natural gas each cause, to varying
degrees, environmental degradation at the source of
extraction, expend energy in transport, and cause air
pollution when burned for usage.
Implementation of energy efficiency measures
contributes to sustainability by reducing overall energy
demand. Measures can range from easy and
inexpensive (such as swapping out incandescent light
bulbs to more efficient CFLs or LEDs) to more difficult and
expensive (such as blowing insulation into the walls of a
house). District heating and cogeneration systems can
achieve higher efficiencies than conventional localized
systems by taking advantage of high housing density and
recycling waste heat.
Jevon's Paradox poses a caveat to energy efficiency
gains, in that some of the reductions in energy usage
can be lost because the greater efficiency prompts
higher usage. These losses can be minimized, however,
through well-designed energy policy, a discussion of
which is beyond the scope of this paper (Wackernagel
and Rees 1997).
Renewable energy installations replace the supply of
energy by fossil fuels. In addition to reducing demand for
electricity and heat generated from coal, oil, natural gas
and nuclear reactors, these environmentally damaging,
non-renewable sources must be replaced with
renewable sources wherever feasible. While some
renewable energy, such as concentrated solar farms,
wind farms, and hydropower, come in the form of
centralized installations, these large generation facilities
often face problems with citing and transmission. There is
substantial potential for distributed renewable
infrastructure on private buildings and land, especially if
barriers related to upfront capital costs can be
overcome.
While energy efficiency and renewable energy measures
are usually implemented at the individual household
level, implementation at the neighborhood scale can
confer some benefits, such as a reduction in capital and
operating costs through group purchasing or increased
efficiencies, installation discounts on labor trades, and
hands-on training or knowledge transfer.
Coop Power describes itself as a multi-class, multi-racial,
regional network of communities dedicated to building
sustainable energy resources through local ownership.
Members invest in the cooperative in exchange for future
dividends, the expertise of the network, and discounts on
products and services. The types of projects that
members pursue range from renewable energy
installations such as solar, wind, geothermal, or biodiesel,
to starting an installation business or energy service
company (ESCO) that can serve the demand of, and
provide green jobs within, their community. Coop Power
runs a Neighbor to Neighbor installation program that
functions as a barn-raising. People who help install solar
hot water heaters or photovoltaics in the homes of four
of their neighbors benefit from free labor in installing their
own system, as well as a discount and 0% financing for
members.
Image 23: Coop power members installing hot water heaters
Home Energy Efficiency Team (HEET) is a spinoff group of
Greenport in Cambridge, and was inspired by a forum
presentation by Lynn Benander, Business Development
Manager of Coop Power, on Coop Power's Neighbor to
Neighbor installation program. Greenport was energized
by the idea, and discussed ways of making the model
work in their own neighborhood. Audrey Schulman, a
member of Greenport at the time, eventually questioned
the efficacy of attempting widespread PV installation at
such a small scale, and suggested home weatherization
instead. After all, she said, how many people in the
neighborhood have south facing roofs and a lot of cash?
Schulman, along with some other Greenport members,
and some who were never involved in Greenport, have
worked tirelessly to turn HEET into a successful model for
cutting carbon emissions and electricity bills.
Since 2008, HEET has been conducting at least one
weatherization barn-raising per month in Cambridge.
Thirty to thirty five people gather at a home, school, or
community building to seal air leaks, insulate, install outer
storm windows, replace light bulbs, replace hot water
heaters, install water conservation measures, and so on.
HEET's goal is to cut carbon emissions not just by reducing
energy consumption in the buildings that it weatherizes,
but by providing barn-raising participants with the skills to
weatherize their own homes and an increased
awareness that can lead to behavior change.
Image 24: Jason Taylor describes the "stacking effect" Image 26: Caulking windows
Image 25: Sealing a skylight with Tyz-all Image 27: Sealing air leaks in basement
... . .......
Image 28: Replacing incandescent bulbs with CFLs
Image 29: HEET takes the opportunity to install some water
conservation measures such as toilet bank tanks and faucet
aerators.
1 Block off the Grid (1 BOG) circumvents the problem that
Schulman articulated by organizing at a larger scale -
usually that of the city. The company enables group
purchasing of solar installations nationwide by organizing
people online. Interested homeowners sign-up on the
website. A 1 BOG representative contacts them and
arranges an assessment of the home to determine
whether it is a good candidate for a solar installation.
Once interest within a city reaches a critical mass, 1 BOG
will launch an active solar campaign. 1 BOG provides a
bulk discount to participants, streamlines the process of
selecting and vetting service providers, identifies all of
the available rebates and tax credits, and provides
financing options. According to Matt Bellehumeur, a
typical campaign lasts about four months, with
campaigns in larger metro areas averaging 60-100
installations and smaller markets averaging 30-50. The
particularly big campaigns, such as those in San Diego
and Phoenix, have resulted in installations in over six
hundred homes each. So far, 1 BOG relies mostly on word
of mouth rather than aggressive marketing. Although
1 BOG has not met with much success with on-the-
ground organizing, or pre-existing groups due to light and
cost limitations of solar installation, the model is a strong
one. There could easily be synergies between Green
Blocks neighborhoods and 1 BOG campaigns. A logical
move for many neighborhood groups thinking about
solar installations is the formation of a buying club: 1 BOG
is just that, and more highly developed than most
neighborhoods could do on their own.
Image 30: A display of I BOG's campaigns to date
LANDSCAPE & GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE
Green infrastructure is the network of natural features in
the urban landscape that provide ecological services
such as stormwater interception, cleansing of the air and
water, reduction of the urban heat island effect,
.. . ..... ......
decrease in energy usage, and aesthetic and quality of
life benefits (Benedict and McMahon; Kloss et al. 2006;
Kinzer 2006). Benedict and McMahon assert that the
green infrastructure concept,
has its origins in two fundamental initiatives: (1)
protecting and linking parks and other green
spaces for the benefit of people (recreation,
health, aesthetics, and urban design), and (2)
preserving and linking natural areas to benefit
biodiversity and counter habitat fragmentation
(protecting native plants, animals, natural
processes, and ecosystems) (Benedict and
McMahon 2006, 16).
Tree planting programs are commonly implemented by
cities, though bioswales and green roof demonstrations
are also becoming popular. Conservation efforts, large
parks, and open space are what usually come to mind
when the concept of green infrastructure is invoked. But
linkages such as greenways, and small sites such as
backyard habitats, are also important to incrementally
contributing to a more unified urban ecological habitat
(Benedict and McMahon 2006).
Though most attempts to implement green infrastructure
have focused on public land, there is an opportunity to
engage urban residents in the installation and
maintenance of green infrastructure on private land as
well. The challenge is that this is not merely a matter of
policy incentives and horticultural taste; it requires a shift
in the way that Americans perceives their domestic
identity (Jackson 1985; Haeg 2008; Flores 2006). In "Why
Mow? The Case Against Lawns," Michael Pollan paints a
portrait of the meaning and breadth of the lawn in
America.
Mowing the lawn, I realized the first time I gazed
into my neighbor's yard and imagined him gazing
back into mine, is a civic responsibility. For no
lawn is an island, at least in America. Starting at
my front stoop, this scruffy green carpet tumbles
down a hill and leaps across a one-lane road into
my neighbor's yard. From there it skips over some
wooded patches and stone walls before finding its
way across a dozen other unfenced properties
that lead down into the Housatonic Valley, there
to begin its march south to the metropolitan area.
Once below Danbury, the lawn-now purged of
weeds and meticulously coiffed-races up and
down the suburban lanes, heedless of property
lines. It then heads west, crossing the New York
border; moving now at a more stately pace, it
strolls beneath the maples of Scarsdale, unfurls
across a dozen golf courses, and wraps itself
around the pale blue pools of Bronxville before
pressing on toward the Hudson... .In little more
than a century we've rolled a green mantle of
grass across the continent, with scarcely a thought
to local conditions or expense. America has more
than fifty thousand square miles of lawn under
cultivation, on which we spend an estimated $30
billion a year, according to the Lawn Institute, a
Pleasant Hill, Tenn. outfit devoted to publicizing
the benefits of turf to Americans (surely a case of
preaching to the converted) (Pollan in Haeg 2008,
28).
Sometimes the problem is not the presence of thirsty,
chemically dependent lawns, but a preference for
pavement and the ease that it confers. The practice of
surrounding houses with impermeable concrete is not just
aesthetically unfortunate, it adds to problems of
stormwater runoff and pollution of receiving waters (Paul
and Meyer 2001; Kloss et al. 2006).
Whether through the built environment or manicured
landscapes, urbanization transforms natural landscapes
from ecologically coherent systems capable of
supporting a variety of species and ecological processes,
to a shattered patchwork of disconnected fragments.
The species that reside in the patches capable of
supporting them become progressively cut off from
resources as the ratio of habitat edge to core increases
(Lovenhaft, 2009). Replacing forests or wetlands with
roads, housing, and shopping centers is a blatant
example of how development can contribute to habitat
fragmentation and biodiversity loss. What is less obvious,
though, is the ongoing process of habitat degradation
and loss within a city. But, urban landscapes can also
come to re-accommodate non-human species.
Underused driveways and chemically dependent
crabgrass monocultures can be transformed into
habitats that can support migrating birds and pollinating
insects, grow food, and functionally and conceptually
connect people to the support systems on which they
depend.
Depave provides a straightforward example of organized
transformation of underused pavement to green space.
The program is run by City Repair, the same organization
that organizes the Village Building Convergence.
Depave began in 2007, and organizes residents to pull up
pavement in areas of the city where it's not needed,
such as parking lots or school blacktop. The surface can
then be replaced with something more permeable and
valuable to the surrounding community such as green
infrastructure or gardens. The first phase of the work is
done by machines that break up the pavement in
preparation for the Depave event. Volunteers then use
hand tools to peel up the pavement, and sort it to be
reused or recycled. Since soil under pavement is
typically compacted and sometimes contaminated,
volunteers then either bring in new topsoil or mitigate the
contamination through phytoremediation (using plants
to remove toxins from the soil). Anyone can suggest a
space to be depaved on the organzation's website.
Depave then does the due diligence on the site and
acquires the needed permits and channels volunteers to
the site.
Depave is an innovative and inspiring model for any city
thinking about decreasing its impermeable surface and
adding green infrastructure. Within the context of the
Green Blocks model, though, the Depave model is
particularly intruiging when combined with the idea of
barnraisings discussed earlier. Neighborhood groups
within the same city could trade labor with one another.
Once a neighborhood has been sufficiently represented
at two implementation events, it will have earned the
right to hold its own event. In this way, one group that
has gained experience in depaving could pass its
knowledge on to other neighborhoods. The same goes
for neighborhoods that choose to start out with a
community compost project, a community garden, or a
shared orchard. This would allow for a cross-fertilizatin c
skills, knowledge and implementation ideas.
Image 31: Depave deconstructing a 3000 square foot parking
lot to transform into the Fargo Forest Garden.
Image 32: Volunteers manually prying up slabs of pre-cut
concrete
Image 33: Fargo Forest Garden ultimately included
landscaping, infiltration channels, a dry well, and channeling
of nearby downspouts to the site.
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Image 34: Adding soil and plantings
Friends of Ballard Corners Park is a more localized and
conventional effort: a group that assembled to help
create a park in their neighborhood where none existed
previously. The group's fiscal sponsor, Groundswell
Northwest, along with the Neighborhood District Council
identified the space as part of a land inventory in the
late 1990's. A pro-parks levy comprised the first chunk of
funding, and the park was submitted as part of the
neighborhood plan in the early 2000s. David Folweiler,
who has overseen much of the fundraising, design
process, and development, says that if the project were
implemented by the parks department, they would have
done a "quick and dirty job." But, neighborhood
residents "wanted something grander and richer in
features." Though outside professionals were involved at
every stage of the process, from design through
construction, the community was as well, making
decisions on design elements, constructing the play
structure and planting the rain garden.
The rain garden was a feature that received a lot of
support from neighborhood residents, many of whom
were already familiar with the concept thanks to
demonstration projects in other parts of the city. The
idea of a rain garden was popular because of its
environmental functionality - to mitigate impervious
surfaces in the neighborhood and recharge
groundwater. The rain garden idea was also popular
because of the extra amenities that it offered to people
using the park. By extending the park an extra five feet
into the street the garden slows traffic and, serves as a
barrier edge, buffering the park from the street, making
the park safer for children, and providing more room for
open space and plants.
Image 36: Opening ceremony in the park
Image 35: Opening ceremony for Friends of Ballard Corners
Park
Image 37: Residents constructing the rain garden
Image 38: Completed rain garden Image 39: Blooming cherry trees in the park
image 40: Residents chose this design from several options
Seattle Department of Neighborhoods, housed within the
Parks Department, is one of the entities that supported
Friends of Ballard Corners Park in its multi-year
implementation process. I chose to interview the
Department of Neighborhoods in order to include the
perspective of a city entity that is attempting to support
citizen implementation of neighborhood projects. One
of the ways that the department tries to offer direct
support to neighborhood projects is through a
neighborhood matching fund - neighborhoods can get
funds for their projects if they are able to match it with
cash or in kind donations. Pam Kliment, a Deparmtne of
Neighborhoods project manager, says that groups often
match funds with labor. She says that many of the
proposed ideas have to do with sustainability, and that
Seattle residents tend to have a high sustainability
literacy thanks to things like the Sustainable Seattle
Indicators Project and demonstration projects throughout
the city.
Another resource provided by the Department of
Neighborhoods are the thirteen Neighborhood Service
centers spread out throughout the city. The centers are
supposed to be a nexus for local activity, with a city staff
person at each one. Not only can residents use the
centers to organize projects, they can also use them to
pay bills, get their passport, or get information about
neighborhood or city plans.
Tree People in Los Angeles is also an ongoing citywide
effort with action aimed at the neighborhood scale,
though its work is more circumscribed with a focus on
urban forestry. It educates people to plant trees in their
own communities: in residential neighborhoods, schools,
parks, or business districts. Tree People's strategy in its
Citizen Forestry Program is to motivate, educate and
inspire communities to plant and care for trees
themselves. Lisa Cahill, a former Citizen Forester and
current Citizen Forestry Manager explains that Tree
People has found "that if a community is invested in the
trees, have made choices for the trees, and know how to
maintain the trees, the trees are going to live."
Citizens who are interested in planting trees in their
neighborhood first come to a one-day training, to which
they are encouraged to bring a team of people from
their neighborhood. Tree people's process takes 4-8
months. In this time the organization trains the citizen
forester, who speaks to community members about
potential tree plantings at their homes and in meetings,
and attempts to shift the attitudes of people who are
against the idea of trees in the neighborhood. The
process culminates in a community event at which 20-40
trees are planted. Tree People continues to support the
trees and the Citizen Forester for the next five years, and
trains the Foresters to do assessments, so that if something
goes wrong with the trees, they can handle it on their
own. If the trees need maintenance that requires the
larger community, another event is planned. Cahill
asserts that trees planted and cared for in this way have
a longer life expectancy than other trees in the
cityscape.
Tree People also has a Fruit Tree Program. The goal of
the program is to increase the number of fruit trees in the
city by getting them into the hands of people who are
most likely to maintain them and benefit from them - low
income residents. Tree People works with community
organizations that directly coordinate the distribution of
the trees.
Image 42: Fruit tree distribution at Echo Park farmers' market
Image 43: Residents planting trees with Citizen Foresters
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Image 4 1: Preparation of fruit trees for distribution
Image 45: Burnside and Dockweiler Ave tree planting
Image 46: Tree planting demonstrationImage 44: Castle Heights tree planting
Image 47: Northridge tree planting
Food Forward tends to fruit trees that are already in the
ground. The group's mission, in the words of its founder,
Rick Nahmias, is "to reconnect community with the
abundance of food present in our everyday lives while
creating change around issues of urban hunger, food
waste and food justice. [Their] main activity is harvesting
people's or organization's excess fruits and vegetables
and donating 100% to the hungry." Nahmias has a
background in studying food justice issues, and the
economic downturn focused his attention on the food
going to waste in his own neighborhood. He asked a
friend a couple blocks down from him what she was
doing with her tangerine tree. When she said he was
welcome to it he called a nearby, well respected food
pantry and asked if they could use a tangerine donation.
After his first solo pick, Nahmias posted a Craigslist ad
seeking volunteers for fruit picking events, and has also
used Facebook and Slowfood.com to spread the word.
A pick at a large orchard attracted upwards of 60
volunteers, many of whom were enthusiastic and willing
to share leadership responsibilities with Nahmias. Since
then Food Forward's email list has grown to over 1200
people. With the help of the core leadership group,
Nahmias has been coordinating picks in orchards and
residential neighborhoods throughout the Los Angeles
area and beyond. Food Forward now coordinates 3-5
picks per week, harvesting anywhere from 130 pounds to
ten thousand pounds of fruit per pick. Last year they
harvested over 100,000 pounds of fruit; the goal for this
year is 130,000 - 150,000.
Image 49: Volunteers at an orchard
Image 48: Food forward volunteers picking fruit
Image 50: Volunteers ready to donate their harvest
Image 51: A Food Forward pick
Neighborhood Fruit also tries to connect the dots
between urban fruit supplies and consumers. Kaytea
Petro, its founder, says that Neighborhood Fruit's meta
goals are to redirect the two million tons a year of fruit
that are going to landfills. She says, "We want to drive
the quality of fruit up while driving the cost down. We
want people to be able to eat healthier food. We are
interested in building communities and connecting
common interests - providing a better diet and creating
interactions surrounded by gift giving."
Neighborhood Fruit does this by providing an online
service that uses Google Maps to connect people with
fruits, nuts, and vegetables. Trees on both public and
private land are mapped on the site. People with trees
in their yards first register their trees, indicating their
address and trunk diameter so that Fruit Forward can
estimate yields. When fruit, nuts, or vegetables are ready
to be harvested, the resident indicates that they are
ready to share their fruit, whether the fruit grower or fruit
seeker is expected to do the picking, and whether or not
the seeker should contact the grower before arriving.
Image 52: A Food Forward pick
This way, fruit seekers can find free, in-season fruit in their
area that would otherwise be wasted.
There is currently a limited audience for Neighborhood
Fruit. Based on 70 interviews and 300 surveys, the founder
of Neighborhood Fruit Kaytea Petro estimates that less
than 5 percent of the population will be interested in
using the tool. These are people who use fruits and
vegetables in large quantities for things like jams, pies,
brewing, or juicing, or that have large families.
Neighborhood Fruit is also working with several local
gleaning organizations (similar to Food Forward) to
develop a system for private data management. Petro
says that most of these organizations currently manage
their data in an excel spreadsheet, but this quickly gets
unwieldy. Neighborhood Fruit is developing a more
streamlined tool with query functionality that will
accommodate the large amounts of data these
grassroots organizations need to manage regarding
donor trees and volunteers.
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Image 54: A search for ripe fruit in San Francisco
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Image 55: Neighborhood fruit collects data for San Francisco's
Urban Forest Map
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Image 56: Fallen Fruit, a performance art group, also creates
fruit tree maps, albeit lower tech than those of Neighborhood
Fruit
Image 57: "Elysian Park" by Fallen Fruit
Image 58: "American Family" by Fallen Fruit
Image 59: As a statement that public fruit should be available
to the public, Fallen Fruit distributes it's "Public Fruit Jam for free
URBAN AGRICULTURE
While there is a long tradition of gardening within cities,
for both leisure and subsistence, city governments
historically have not considered urban agriculture to be
the highest and best use of the land, or to be a high
priority for scarce city funding. Though gardens may be
thought of as green space, urban farms and gardens are
not like city parks; ultimately it is the denizens of the city,
and not city employees, who tend to vegetables, fruit or
flowers on land whose tenure may or may not be secure.
Food grown in cities is grown in private yards, rooftop
gardens or converted vacant lots. Farms, gardens or
orchards might be the impetus of an individual
homeowner, a group of neighbors, a group of squatters
taking over an abandoned lot, a non-profit organization,
or an entrepreneurial individual or group. Cities do not
have absolute control over most the land on which food
is grown, the people who choose to cultivate the land, or
the market through which the food passes.
While there is a wide body of literature that documents
the benefits of agriculture at the
community/neighborhood scale, there is a lack of
research on the cumulative capacity of urban
agriculture to meet consumption demands of city
residents (Colasanti 2009). The ability of any given city to
feed its residents with food grown within its own borders
will vary depending on housing types and densities, land
values, soil contamination and support from either non-
profit organizations or the city itself. In a city like New
York, the socio-economic benefits of urban gardens
would likely weigh much more heavily than their
contribution to the food supply. Suburbs laid out with
lawns and single-family homes, on the other hand,
present an opportunity for a paradigm shift.
Some of the direct sustainability benefits cited by
advocates of urban agriculture include a reduction in
combustion of fossil fuels in the transport of food to cities
(Kaufman and Bailkey 2000) and cultivation of green
space. Hess (2009) points out that most urban agriculture
is grown without the use of pesticides or fertilizers. And,
since urban farms and gardens are close to the source of
consumption, it is easier to close the loop between food
waste and production by applying household compost
to nearby plots. Benefits that could indirectly contribute
to sustainability include neighborhood revitalization and
strengthening of social capital, as neighborhood gardens
often become anchors of positive action within troubled
communities (Kaufman and Bailkey 2000). Skeptics, on
the other hand, doubt that such benefits will materialize
due to the obstacles to, and lack of support for, urban
food production, such as contamination, lack of markets
or interest, theft, vandalism, and a dearth of support from
city governments (Kaufman and Bailkey 2000). Much
urban agriculture is not economically viable without
outside funding, especially if the intention is to make a
profit. This problem was iterated by some of the
interviewees for this paper. Since there are direct quality-
of-life benefits for urban agriculture, however, it does not
always have to be economically profitable to be
successful (Colastani). People will plant gardens to enjoy
them, and to harvest healthy food, even if they cost
money.
There are several reasons why the neighborhood scale is
relevant to those interested in organizing urban
agriculture. Combining individual plots allows for a
continuity of land. Vacant lots transformed into
community gardens often become social anchors for the
surrounding neighborhood, providing a sense of place
and stewardship. And finally, since the point of urban
agriculture, in sustainability terms, is to localize the
production of food and minimize the resulting waste
stream, it makes sense that gardens are within walking
distance of gardeners, and that gardeners share tools
and resources with their close neighbors.
Urban Garden Share was originally conceptualized as an
online dating site for gardeners. The site gives Seattle
gardeners (or potential gardeners) the opportunity to
match up with neighbors with yard space or vacant
land. The site is simple yet elegantly crafted, and users
can sort listings by neighborhood, date, and level of
gardening experience. Although current users of the site
are individual residents unaffiliated with neighborhood
groups, the concept could easily be applied within a
Green Blocks Group. Automating the process, as Urban
Garden Share has done, does away with hours
organizing work, leaving more time for gardening.
Image 60: Matched garden space
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Image 62: A plot on the Community Roots multi-plot farm
Community Roots takes a more hands-on approach. It is
a Neighborhood Supported Agriculture model in Boulder,
Colorado. Homeowners donate their lawns to an urban
multi-plot farm, and urban farmer Kipp Nash, along with
apprentices and volunteers, cultivate the land. Like in
the traditional Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
model, neighborhood residents buy shares at the Image 63: Front yard onion harvest
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Image 61: A
Image 64: Rows of vegetables instead of grass
Image 65: NSA distribution table
Gardens of Gratitude is an annual event rather than an
ongoing cultivation effort. Their goal is to get more
gardens planted in West Los Angeles. They organized
their first 100 Garden Challenge in April of 2009, and
came close to their goal, planting ninety-six gardens in a
single weekend. The event brought together gardening
experts, volunteers, and residents in need of labor. The
effort serves as yet another example of an innovative
strategy for getting sustainability measures implemented.
In this case, residents are helping other residents get over
the initial hump of putting in a garden by sharing their
time, resources and knowledge for a day (or more in the
case of the event organziers). This has the potential to
create more than just gardens, it could create lifetime
gardeners. These are the kinds of innovative ideas that
will surface within the Green Blocks Project and spread
throughout the country if they meet with success.B
WATER
The two main reasons for implementing measures related
to water at the household and neighborhood scale is to
reduce overall depletion of freshwater sources, and to
lessen the load on city sewer systems. Even in wet
climates it is important to conserve water so that it can
be left in the natural environment to perform its
ecological and hydrologic functions. And, by reducing
stormwater runoff through rainwater harvesting,
downspout disconnection, or other green infrastructure
on private property, residents can reduce pollution to
receiving waters. In cities with combined sewer systems,
conservation of tap water can achieve the same ends
when the sewer system is over capacity.
Which water management technologies and strategies
are most appropriate for a given site will depend on the
context: the climate, the usage, and the end use. Water
conservation measures, however, are appropriate in any
context. Rainwater catchment systems range from
simple barrels to more complex systems with filtration
mechanisms. Greywater and blackwater systems re-use
water on-site. At one end of the spectrum are greywater
systems that drain discharge from a washing machine to
water fruit trees. At the other end are composting toilets
and double-piped buildings that leach into constructed
wetlands.
I was unable to find any groups that are actively working
cooperatively to implement water conservation,
catchment, or re-use measures at the neighborhood
scale. These strategies still seem mostly to be employed
by individual households or institutions. Some of the
groups such as Greenport and LAEV, however, had
actively sought information and education on the
matter.
Greywater Action's goal is to shift the culture around
water through education and implementation of low-
tech water re-use systems. Formerly known as the
Greywater Guerillas, Greywater Action is located in
Oakland, California. They do presentations and
workshops as well as research, writing and lobbying to
change public policy and city codes.
Although Greywater Action does not strictly fit in with the
rest of the case studies in this paper, I included it
because I was not able to find groups that were working
cooperatively to implement alternative water
infrastructure at the landscape or neighborhood scale.
Since Greywater Action is at the forefront of
disseminating water re-use knowledge and skills, they are
a good point from which to begin thinking about more
widespread implementation.
BARRIERS, CONSTRAINTS, AND REMEDIES
Many of the barriers and constraints discussed in the
interviews had a familiar ring to them. Enthusiastic
citizens want to make a difference, but the absence of
time, money, organizational fortitude and lack of cultural
relevance wears them down. This story, however, can be
improved upon. It is being improved upon by the groups
that I studied as they make small adjustments to steer
themselves towards a course that they can maintain in
the long term. The more that examples of both success
and failure, and information about the remedies that
make success possible are made publically available,
the easier it is for new groups to form and to efficiently
reach a stage of successful sustainability implementation.
In the section that follows I discuss not only the barriers
mentioned in the case study interviews, but also the
remedies employed by some of the case study entities to
overcome those barriers. The other question that I tackle
in this section is more hypothetical: how can a Green
Blocks Toolkit further overcome these barriers? Can the
sum of experiences and efforts be combined in a way
that makes them more powerful? If so, how?
REGULATIONS AND MUNICIPAL SUPPORT
There is sometimes a tension between eager citizens who
want to make change quickly and public officials who
want to be diligent about standards of implementation
and cautious with the precedent they set. The Transition
Town approach is founded on the premise that
municipal governments will be slow to legislate changes
needed for deep urban sustainability and resiliency, and
that if people lead, government will follow. They do not,
however, advocate forsaking relationships with city
government. One of the nine Ingredients of the
Transition Model is "Build a Bridge to Local Government."
It states, "You will not progress far unless you have
cultivated a positive and productive relationship with
your local government authority. Whether it is planning
issues, funding or networking, you need them on board"
(http://www.transitionus.org/initiatives/1 2-steps).
Many cities and states do not have codes and
regulations in place that are supportive of sustainability
measures or cooperative implementation. Laura Allen,
one of the founders of Greywater Action says that in
most places, with respect to untraditional water
infrastructure,
Doing sustainability is pretty much illegal if you
want to do low-tech practices in the home. It is
sometimes frustrating that the codes and law
have such a big impact, but it's just a reality. Some
people don't care about the codes and they'll just
do whatever they want. But for water districts or
cities to support projects, or to get broader scale
support or funding for projects, things have to be
legal. So that's been a big part of what we have
done for the last several years - talk about
changing codes. Then we had an opportunity:
because of the drought in California the senate
required a code rewrite. So now there are other
things that need to happen. Cities are interested
and want to understand how these work; there's a
lot of interest in legalizing sustainability. Since cities
can be more restrictive of codes and could
potentially make things illegal that the state says
are legal we are trying to help people talk to local
regulators. (Allen 2010)
When local governments are slow to make regulatory
changes that accommodate easier or more widespread
implementation of sustainability measures, pressure or
interest from citizens can be instrumental in persuading
code re-writes, revisions to regulations, or changes in
zoning codes. Allen says that she used to have to cut
back on the water code presentations she gave to city
officials for lack of interest, but gave a talk recently to a
packed room. People working for the city were getting
more and more questions from citizens about home
water systems, and were looking to Allen for education
on codes that encourage appropriate design rather
than just saying "no" in the name of health and safety.
Just as Allen advocates for implementing measures for
which the code has not yet been updated, Arkin from
LAEV asserts that sometimes "you have to be a giraffe
and stick your neck out because you know you are a
good person, working in the public interest, and that so
many of the rules that were created to protect the
public end up hurting the public." LAEV has gotten
away with sticking its neck out for the last two decades
by befriending city bureaucrats. Arkin says, "There's no
need to be adversarial. When you are building in the
belly of the beast, you have to act like the beast in order
to build."
Tree People has a symbiotic relationship with the city.
The organization brings the city closer to the goals of its
Million Trees L.A. program. By enhancing the capacity of
Los Angeles citizenry to maintain and care for trees, Tree
People reduces the burden on the city, and increases
the life expectancy of trees in Tree People
neighborhoods. Cahill says that the city is incredibly busy
and always suffering from budget cuts. If it gets a call
needing a stump removed, she says, it is more likely to
respond to the call from someone that has been working
with tree people than a random person complaining
because the Tree People person will have a plan of
action. City staff and Tree People staff also share
expertise and local knowledge. They're both concerned
about putting the right tree in the right place, but Tree
People might know something about citizen needs with
regards to shading, aesthetics and allergens, while the
city could be aware of a disease outbreak in a magnolia
population three blocks away.
While Tree People provides an indirect service to the city,
Neighborhood Fruit provides a mechanism that could
potentially make cities more amenable to planting fruit
bearing trees on public land. Most cities are reluctant to
do this because not only are fruit trees more difficult to
care for, but without someone responsible for harvesting,
the city bears the responsibility for cleaning up fallen fruit,
and considers the trees a liability. Kaytea Petro, the
founder of Neighborhood Fruit, is currently collecting
data on users of the tool, and feels that she is on the
cusp of being able to make a sound quantitative
argument to cities that need evidence that
Neighborhood Fruit is able to draw harvesters to fruit
trees.
The first project that City Repair undertook in 1996 was in
response to a child being hit by a car. The community
wanted to make the neighborhood safer, and decided
on painting the street to remind drivers that people lived
there and to slow traffic. The Department of
Transportation told the group that they did not have the
right to paint the public right of way, and the group
disagreed, on the grounds that it considered itself "the
public." Eventually, the group of residents painted the
pavement anyways, and the Department of
Transportation ordered them to remove it. The group
stalled until it was able to get an audience with the
mayor, who thought the idea of intersection painting was
lovely. Since then, Portland has gone so far as to change
some of its ordinances to ease implementation of City
Repair projects.
In the case of Ballard Corners Park, the Park Department
was involved throughout the length of the process. The
city acquired the land and gave feedback on design
plans. The community, however, was more active than
would have been the case in a typical park design and
construction process, raising funds for custom features
and thus maintaining more control over the design of the
park. The community's insistence on retaining control
over their own funds caused tension with a parks
department employee early on in the process, who
Folweiler said threatened to derail the process because
of all of the features that the community wanted to
include. The adversarial official no longer works for the
city, and Folweiler says that other city staff have been far
more supportive.
After discovering that the adversarial employee from the
parks department had lied to him about the review
process, Folweiler felt like he was going to collapse, and
Jennifer Brittan from the Department of Transportation
helped him to get the project back on track. He says
that every time they had a meeting, there was someone
from the Department of Neighborhoods to help them get
through their process. "If someone from the Department
of Neighborhood or Parks wasn't there," Folweiler says,
"we would have been lost." The Department of
Neighborhoods helped the community with ideas about
fundraising and raising awareness, gave examples from
the processes that other projects had gone through, and
provided them with contact information of people who
had implemented similar projects. Folweiler says, "They
tried not to direct us, but to facilitate the process and
give us ideas to help us move forward. It would have
been easy for them to take over, but they tried to let us
have free rein."
Although Folweiler values the amount of control that the
community had over the implementation of the park, he
admits that the process was time consuming and
sometimes draining. Some of the features that they
incorporated into the park, such as the rain garden that
extends into the public right-of-way, required expensive
permits and red tape, as the city was still trying to figure
out its own regulatory norms. He has mixed feelings
about the city-citizen relationship: at times he wondered
why he was doing so much work to do the city's job, at
other times he felt that it was the only way to get a park
that truly belonged to the community.
One of the roles the The Green Blocks Project could serve
is as a nationally recognized interface between local
government and neighborhood groups. Taking its cue
from, and perhaps even partnering with, entities such as
1 BOG and Neighborhood Fruit, it could act as a conduit
for data and information between neighborhoods and
city government, at times moving sustainability policy
ahead of its official pace. Where cities are willing to put
resources into a department of neighborhoods, a Green
Blocks platform can provide an online presence and a
virtual communicative link between the city and
neighborhood projects, legitimizing citizen action and
making related information about neighborhood projects
and government codes and incentives accessible.
INFORMATION
Access to reliable or well-coordinated information was
often cited by interviewees as an important element in
enabling or quickening implementation of sustainability
measures. According to Allen, technical information
available to the public via the internet on greywater
systems can be contradictory and confusing. There are
plenty of books out there, she says, but people
sometimes get it backwards from books. It's not just the
general public though; lack of education on
unconventional water systems in plumbing and building
departments is also a problem, according to Allen. She
stresses the importance of hands-on training, and says
that Local Centers of Expertise would be more effective
than online tutorials in disseminating technical assistance
for low-tech water systems.
Interviewees from Greenport, City Repair, and Transition
Towns all expressed a desire for tools that make various
types of information, knowledge and skill sharing
available locally. Asset mapping (Kretzmann and
McNight 1993) was specifically mentioned by some of
the interviewees as a potential way for communities to
take inventory of both the human capital and capacity
existing within a given place, as well as the physical
characteristics and range of resources that groups have
to work with. Asset mapping, in theory, enables
communities to utilize the resources and various forms of
capital that they have access to more efficiently. Time
Banks are one manifestation of this that already exist - an
online service that allows residents within a community to
state their skills and trade labor. People with a time bank
account pay into a labor pool by doing work for
someone else (caulking drafty windows, for example),
and can redeem those labor hours at a later time from
someone else (computer training, say).
Time banks, though, are somewhat one-dimensional:
they only map the human capital component of
community assets. And, they map human capital assets
without a context for shared community goals. So, while
individuals within a community can draw from an
equalized labor pool, (I need a Saturday night babysitter
so I will do someone's taxes) there is still no way within
Time Banks to coordinate labor on community projects
(finding the right combination of skills to put in a
neighborhood compost facility). City Repair has
discussed the idea of building a Village Information
System that blends the idea of asset mapping and Time
Banks in an "online kiosk." Bright Neighbor is an online
service in Portland that does just this. The tool is
protected with a login and password so that users can
only access information pertaining to their neighborhood
group. Bright Neighbor enables tool and land sharing,
coordination of events, social networking, and asset
mapping.
There is an opportunity for neighborhood groups to
collect and share data and information more easily and
efficiently, whether it is information pertaining to
community assets, or metrics related to project
implementation. Most neighborhood groups have
limited capacity, which is best spent on getting projects
implemented, not coordinating data and information.
But metrics and information sharing are an important
aspect of implementation: a Green Blocks toolkit that
made data and information collection and analysis
available to community groups would improve their both
their local efficacy as well as their ability to connect their
projects to policy or actions at the city, regional or state
level. For example, a hypothetical group that normally
throws block parties decides they want to do something
different this year - they want to tear down the fences in
their backyards and plant the aforementioned orchard.
By registering on the Green Blocks website, they discover
that their city has a tree planting program that offers free
trees to residents. The group uses a tool on the site to
track their fruit yields and the diameters of their trees in
order to measure the role the orchard plays as a carbon
sink and a stormwater management tool. The yield
numbers help residents make decisions about dividing
the harvest and the labor, and the city is able to monitor
the trees and track their impact with relation to its
sustainability goals at a low cost. The city may then
decide to further promote shared backyard orchards in
order to claim the sustainability benefits as part of its Tree
Planting Program.
ECONOMIC & ORGANZATIONAL FEASIBiLTY
The economic feasibility of an endeavor depends on a
combination of the end goal and how the organization,
or the effort, is structured. Goals that involve high
operating costs or high levels of ongoing maintenance
can present a challenge (Arrow, McGrath & Berdahl
2000). In particular, agricultural projects that are trying to
be economically profitable at this scale have run into
problems. Kipp Nash started Community Roots as an
alternative to his dream of buying a farm outside of the
city. He originally hoped to develop a farm within the
city that was profitable enough to support him and his
family. Within a couple of years, however, he realized
that there was not much money to be made. There is
plenty of interest in all aspects of Community Roots -
people are willing to donate their lawns, there are
volunteers to plant and harvest, and the NSA
subscriptions always sell out. But, in the second year,
Nash started coming to terms with the fact that he
wasn't going to be able to maintain the farm as a viable
business, and decided to treat it as a part-time hobby
rather than a full-time occupation.
Nash suspects that even if the earnings may be meager,
farmers that are competent on the business side of things
can make money in this way. Amy Pennington has a
different perspective on the NSA model. She is founder
of Urban Garden Share and also runs a for-profit edible
gardening business. Pennington says that many NSA
attempts have failed, and suspects that these failures are
often the result of the inherent economic pressure that
an NSA model puts on a farmer to intensively farm small
plots. If urban farmers expect to make a profit they may
feel pressure to cut corners on soil fertility. Pennington
says that without crop rotation and soil replenishment the
farmers are bound to run into fertility issues in the third or
fourth year.
High capital costs of measures can also limit feasibility of
implementation (Arrow, McGrath & Berdahl 2000).
Capital costs vary from project to project, and depend
on the kinds of subsidies or rebates that are available
from the government or non-profit organizations. For
example, according to Matt Bellehumeur, a Solar Advisor
Team Manager for 1 BOG, installing solar in San Diego
typically has an upfront cost of about twenty thousand
dollars with a payback period of 6 to 7 years. He says
that the high capital costs are probably the biggest
constraint to organizing solar installation in residential
communities. The price of PV panels, he says, is the main
barrier for most people, and likens the job of 1 BOG to
finding a needle in a haystack. Since the percentage of
people willing or able to invest in solar is so small, 1 BOGs
campaigns tend cast a wide geographical net - usually
encompassing the whole city. The greater the number of
households participating in a campaign, the more they
can bring down the price for each participant.
The barrier of high capital costs may be overcome by
balancing the cost of a project with savings over time.
1 BOG has partnered with SunRun, a solar financing
company that provides financing and leasing options.
Homeowners can reduce their upfront financial burden,
or maintenance concerns through SunRun's financing
and leasing plans. Financing the capital costs of
equipment through savings in the utility bills works
because electricity is relatively expensive. By contrast,
the price of water is still low, so this type of strategy would
not work for water harvesting and re-use systems without
a change in the pricing of tap water.
Some groups, such as Gardens of Gratitude, subsidize
low-income projects directly. Similarly, HEET makes skills
available to anyone who attends, enabling those without
money to hire a contractor to do some energy efficiency
work in their homes themselves. HEET also subsidizes the
materials in barn raisings of low-income homes. Tree
People's Fruit Tree Program only distributes to low-income
communities with the assumption that wealthier
communities can cover the capital costs of fruit trees on
their own, and that poorer families not only need the
trees more, but will do a better job of harvesting and
consuming the fruit.
For groups that are operating on a hyper-local scale,
project funding can be scarce, and take a lot of energy
to find. Foundations are usually more interested in the
potential for a project model to be replicated in other
places than putting money into one specific area.
Furthermore, there are often strings attached to outside
funding. HEET receives sporadic funding for doing
trainings in other towns to teach people how to lead their
own barn raisings. Jason Taylor, one HEET's lead
organizers, says that the hard part about the funding is
when the grant money runs out after they have made
commitments. He sometimes ends up working seven
days straight. Taylor says that it is hard to justify the work
to his wife when he doesn't always have a paycheck to
show for it.
Moreover, receiving funding can formalize the group
and therefore change the nature of the way it
coordinates (Arrow, McGrath & Berdahl 2000). Once
HEET started paying some of the coordinating
committee, expectations naturally started shifting with
regards to the division of labor. Now, the group is
debating the problem of having two paid staff members
on their board of directors. They are concerned with the
conflict of interest, but have not been able to find
replacements. Such are the symptoms of an ad-hoc
group transitioning to a more formal organization: a
transition that seems common with many of the more
successful coordinated efforts.
Iserhott says City Repair finds ways to make things
happen with very little money by drawing on social
capital. Between 400-500 people go into making one
VBC possible, according to Iserhott, including all of the
people engaging with their own neighborhoods, people
coming in from outside of Portland, and the core
organizing groups. She says, "Those numbers add up,
and all those people are contributing time and energy
because they see value in it." Even though City Repair
has a food budget of $2000, it is able to provide a meal
every night for ten days thanks to in kind contributions
and its relationships with local farmers.
If a Green Blocks toolkit were in place, it could alleviate
some of the tension between local and national impact
and informal versus formal organizational structures.
Being widely visible within national network of
sustainability groups, with support in processing and
distributing its metrics, might allow a group like HEET to
more comfortably focus on its activities at home,
knowing the precise extent to which they are being
duplicated in other localities. A local network tool could
increase and strengthen connections and social capital
amongst local clusters of sustainability groups, akin to
what City Repair has accomplished. (It is important to
note, however, that a virtual tool can only ever be
supplemental to on-the-ground, interpersonal
relationships. It cannot replace them). Finally, Janelle
Orsi, attorney and author of The Sharing Solution stresses
that "anytime people realize they have to form a
nonprofit structure it puts a damper on things... but there
are middle grounds" (personal communication, 2010). A
Green Blocks toolkit could alleviate the pressure for
neighborhood groups to put their time and energy into
the process of becoming a more formalized structure in
two ways: (1) By providing examples of alternative legal
frameworks (Orsi & Doskow 2009) or (2) By acting as an
umbrella organization.
TRUST
Measures that are based on sharing of resources or
property, a concept our highly individualized American
culture is not always comfortable with, require a certain
amount of trust. The question of how to distribute fruit or
vegetables from private property brings this issue into
stark relief. Neighborhood Fruit and Food Forward take
very different approaches to the same problem. Food
forward strictly guards the confidentiality of fruit donors in
order to preserve trust. Their goal is not to make to fruit
public, but rather, to make sure it gets harvested and
goes to where it is needed.
Neighborhood Fruit, on the other hand, makes location
information about fruit trees public by making its maps
available to anyone. In response to concerns around
liability, Neighborhood Fruit provides growers with pro-
forma liability waivers and points users to the Bill Emerson
Food Security Act, which exempts those donating food
to the needy or charitable organizations from liability.
Fallen Fruit, a performance art group in Los Angeles, uses
fruit as a symbol of localized citizenship. The group
declares fruit growing in parkways and hanging over
fences public. The approach that Fallen Fruit takes to
neighborhood fruit mapping and picking is more casual
than that of Neighborhood Fruit. They have hand-drawn
maps of fruit trees in a few neighborhoods, and view fruit
picking as a community service. In their tips on "(how to)
pick public fruit" they discourage people from taking
from private property or picking trees clean, and
encourage people to ask residents before picking, if
possible. Nonetheless, Fallen Fruit still gets comments on
You Tube such as "dipshit liberals always looking for a
handout," and "if hippies lean over my fence is it legal
for me to eat them," which Fallen Fruit co-opts by
integrating them into its art projects.
Each of these three groups begins with the same
dilemma: wasted fruit in urban landscapes. Yet, each of
them present different mechanisms for resolving the
dilemma, and each of these mechanisms treats trust and
lack of cultural norms around sharing - a key barrier to
distribution of urban fruit - differently. Where Food
Forward and Neighborhood Fruit rely on explicit consent
of fruit tree owners, Fallen Fruit pushes at the legal and
cultural definitions of public versus private space and
then chooses to display the resulting tension. All of these
groups are still in their infancy, so it is too early to know
how or if each one will affect culture and practices
around sharing fruit harvests. For now, each seems to
inhabit its own niche comfortably.
Cook of City Repair says that rather than avoiding the
problem of people who seem like "grumpy neighbors
that hate everything," it is important to engage with
them. He says, "it's not progress if everyone is getting
along already," and says that while getting people to
agree on shared values and a final outcome may be
difficult in a civic project, it is easier when placemaking is
the main goal.
Entities that ask for money also face the barrier of having
to gain people's trust. In the first year that Pavati ran the
Ashland Neighborhood Garden Project, she used
coupons from local businesses to even out the fees that
she charged for her service, in the second year she
offered a benefits package. Conversely, Urban Garden
Share performs essentially the same service, but is free.
The Ashland Neighborhood Garden Project assumed
that people would feel more comfortable with a third
party to organize potential matches, yet Urban Garden
Share has been successful without it, and requires far less
ongoing maintenance. It is also important to note that
nobody is trying to make a living off of Urban Garden
Share. This was not true of the Neighborhood Garden
Project an attempt to connect gardeners to gardens in
Ashland without the help of an online tool. The
Neighborhood Garden project required significantly
more legwork on the part of the organizer, who was
trying to run it as a business, and then died out after two
years. The difference between the two attempts
underlines again the role that economic feasibility plays
in organizing neighborhood sustainability efforts.
Why do people trust a semi-anonymous match.com-like
gardening website yet look askance at a flesh-and-
blood matchmaker? One reason may be the relative
familiarity and simplicity of the Urban Garden Share site.
Another may be that the assumptions that people want
a third party matchmaker, or that the only variable that
matters to people is location, are incorrect. The
Neighborhood Garden Project started out with pins on a
map of the city. Pavati tried to match people in a way
that was logical and structured. But, according to Scott
McGuire, the volunteer horticultural advisor to the
project, people preferred to make their own choices
about who to pair up with; people tend to gravitate
towards each other.
Orsi and Doskow (2009) outline four degrees of sharing,
each with increasing levels of planning, infrastructure
and mobilization. The shared harvests proposed by
Fallen Fruit and Neighborhood Fruit can be categorized
as first degree sharing: "they require little planning, time,
or money... [and] they can start or stop almost any time,
sometimes quite spontaneously" (ibid.). Urban Garden
Share is an example of second degree sharing, requiring
more coordination, planning, cooperation, and
investment of money or time. Community Roots and
Coop Power can be considered third degree sharing,
requiring systems for communication, decision making,
recordkeeping and managing money. This level of
sharing usually involves maintenance of infrastructure.
"Taking sharing to the fourth degree can require getting
government buy-in, mobilizing multiple players
(legislators, investors, banks, developers, planners, etc.),
or even restructuring our communities" (ibid.). Examples
include things like neighborhood planning and city-wide
bikeshare programs.
A Green Blocks toolkit can enable groups to advance to
higher degrees of sharing (when this is desired or
appropriate) through provision of guidance in planning,
cooperation strategies and legal structures, as well as
work flow automation tools that aid in some of the
administrative tasks. And, the visibility of examples would
reinforce cultural legitimacy of things like sharing and
other aspects of sustainability practices that are less
normalized in mainstream US culture.
TENURE AND TURNOVER
Situations in which there is a barrier to implementation
because one party would pay the cost but another party
would reap the benefits are termed split incentive
problems (Henn & Hoffman 2008). This is typically a
tenant-landlord situation in which the landlord is not
compelled by, for example, savings in electricity bills to
make energy efficiency retrofits. Similarly, tenants who
view their tenure as short or insecure are less likely to
invest time or labor in landscape improvements,
neighborhood infrastructure or relationships. College
students know they are going to move on soon; renters
may feel uncertain about how long they can, or want to,
stay in one place. Scott McGuire sites residential
turnover as one of the biggest barriers to implementing
urban agricultural measures in Ashland. It takes time and
energy to put in a garden and build up the soil in a yard;
a lot of work to leave behind after only a couple of
years.
Michael Cook of City Repair spoke of a related problem.
Sometimes neighborhood projects in public space
require ongoing maintenance. If the original organizers
move away, the projects may fall into disrepair. He gives
an example of a project in which a VBC group had
installed planters near the crosswalks to prevent illegal
parking at the intersections, and therefore increase
visibility and safety, and slow traffic. People who
couldn't park would sometimes get irritated and knock
the barrels over with their cars, chipping paint and spilling
plants. After the original implementers moved away, no
one in the community felt connected to the project or
responsible for the site. Some residents demanded that
City Repair clean the site up, but they see their role as
empowering citizens to implement their own projects, not
maintaining projects once they are in place. City
Repair's response to this problem is to encourage small
projects at first and to build up responsibility over time, so
that the neighborhood has a strong foundation that can
handle out-migrations.
While on-the-ground relationships are of primary
importance in building and maintaining community
networks, they can be buttressed by the kind of virtual
local network and organization tools that a Green Blocks
toolkit would provide. A neighborhood organization
could, for example, use the toolkit to organize a
combination of government incentives and a green
lease to minimize the split incentive effect. If a
neighborhood was working in concert, individual
residents might feel more empowered to negotiate with
their landlords for sustainability improvements.
A Green Blocks toolkit isn't going to solve the problem of
people moving from place to place, but it may move us
one step further towards identifying with the places in
which we live by creating a spatially defined framework
for action (Brulle 2000). In the twenty first century, people
have come to expect that if something has any
permanency, it will have a presence on the internet.
Having a space on a Green Blocks Project website would
demarcate a neighborhood as a work in progress - a
place where people can make a difference in the
places they have lived. While people may not want to
put work or money into a place that will be erased, many
people do have a tendency to want to leave their mark
and improve a place for the better. If there are clear
routes to do that, ways that people can write their
names on the virtual walls of the places they have been,
and virtually write their names on the physical places
they have identified with, it may be a way of making
home wherever they can find it.
VOLUNTEER FATIGUE AND LEADERSHIP FATIGUE
Most of the groups interviewed rely heavily on volunteer
labor, with varying degrees of funding for staff and
resources. When asked a general question about
constraints or barriers, almost all of the interviewees
spoke of the difficulty of balancing volunteer and family
responsibilities. Some of them also spoke of the
inordinate portion of the work borne by one or two
leading members of the group - a situation that could
not be maintained over the long term (Arrow, McGrath &
Berdahl 2000).
Structured volunteerism gives people a precise sense of
what their role is and how they can make an impact.
Depave, Tree People, and Food Forward all have
predictable roles for volunteers with a set of tasks and a
concise theory behind how a concrete action
contributes to sustainability. Iserhott says that people are
drawn to Depave and other City Repair projects
because they are positive responses to the negative
things that they see in the world. Volunteers can
contribute to solving the problem of stormwater pollution,
increase natural habitat in urban areas, and make their
city more livable by showing up and ripping up concrete
with pry bars. "It's amazing to see how much of a
community event it is;" says lserhott, "very visceral."
Nahmias of Food Forward says the 12 month harvesting
season in Los Angeles puts the onus on the coordinators
of the picks to keep moving. There is a danger of
burning out, he says, but the bright side is that people's
enthusiasm won't wane in the winter months. Nahmias
says:
People get passionate about this group because
they're doing service and they see an immediate
effect. An orange comes off the tree, in their
hand, and goes to the hungry within twenty four
hours. It's a complete way to get out of your
head, do service, be outdoors, and meet like-
minded people, and that's rare. In a food pantry
you're standing in line doing a repetitive action
and standing in a dingy warehouse. In this case
you're taking something that would otherwise fall
on the ground and delivering it to people in need,
and seeing that whole thing happen right away.
That's powerful.
Tree People enables successful project leadership and
implementation by re-orienting citizen forester
expectations and guiding their actions. Cahill of Tree
People says that prospective citizen foresters tend to fall
into two prototypical camps: the ones that are irritated
because all of the trees in their neighborhood got
hacked down and they want someone else to come in
and replace them, and the ones that want to change
the world by planting 500 trees immediately. Tree People
has to temper each of these views with a more realistic
perspective of what the citizen forester can accomplish
(20-40 trees) and how (by taking the lead in organizing
their own community).
People often think the most difficult part of the
process is permitting or picking species or digging
the hole. The most difficult part of the process is
what we ask people to do first, which is to
convince everybody that your idea is a good one,
and to meet resistance with empathy, education
and patience. And when those three things are
utilized, attitudes often shift, and when they don't
that's ok. It's about providing an opportunity for
people to learn and grow. (Cahill 2010)
Delegation is another strategy to overcoming leadership
fatigue. In the first year that Gardens of Gratitude
organized the 100 Garden Challenge, Steve Williams says
that one person, Sean, did most of the coordinating and
running around. As a precaution against becoming
overwhelmed for the second year in a row, Sean
decided to delegate to the forty-five people in the room.
He laid out sign-up sheets and people formed
subcommittees.
Another response to the problem of leadership fatigue is
to continually build new capacity by systematically
training new leaders. Both Tree People's Citizen Forestry
Program and City Repair's VBC program are examples of
building and supporting neighborhood leadership
capacity. In the case of VBC, residents of a given
neighborhood can filter back through the program year
after year, broadening the base of potential leadership.
The Citizen Forestry Program encourages participation in
their training by a team of neighborhood inhabitants,
rather than just one individual.
The Transition Town model explicitly recommends
changing over leadership after the first year of organizing
to prevent "founders' syndrome." Chris Wolf, who was in
the Transition Whatcom Initiating Group, and spent the
first year organizing the Great Unleashing, says she felt
able to put more of her energy into organizing because
she knew that she would be able to hand the time
consuming leadership role over to someone else at the
end of a year. After the Great Unleashing she felt re-
energized to see that meetings were being planned and
things were moving forward, and that though it wouldn't
have happened without the year's worth of work done
by the initiating group, she hadn't had to directly
organize any of it.
Having the organizational resources of an externally
hosted Green Blocks platform would reduce the
workload of group leaders, enabling them to get on to
the tasks of implementation. Delegation mechanisms for
defining and tracking roles and tasks could help
community members understand what they are
expected to do and when, and what the impacts will be,
both on the local and aggregate scale. For example, a
neighborhood could organize a downspout
disconnection block party. If residents could go online
and see how their participation related to the quality of
nearby rivers and bays, or even to the city's budget crisis,
they might be driven to participate. Ultimately, the less
participation rests on the motivation of a minority of
leaders, the greater the chances of survival of the group
(Beckstrom & Brafman 2006).
ACCOUNTABILITY
Despite good intentions, in the absence of formal
structures of accountability or hierarchy, people may
lose sense of their own purpose in the group or the
importance of their role. If the group gets too large they
may not carry their own weight or follow through on
stated responsibilities (Arrow, McGrath & Berdahl 2000).
Iserhott of City Repair says, "People come to meeting
and say yes to something, and then don't do it. There's
no accountability because there's no hierarchy. People
don't feel comfortable holding peers accountable."
Food Forward encountered this problem as well: people
committed to coming to a pick, but never showed up.
To cope with it, Food Forward has implemented a no
flake-out policy. If you flake out once, you are out of the
group for good.
A related problem is that of freeridership. Rob Riman
laments the fact that there is low participation in
subsequent HEET barn-raisings from many of the people
whose homes are weatherized. While acknowledging
the value of HEET's model, he wonders if it could also be
modified so that a group of neighbors within a more
localized scale could pool their resources to deepen the
range of sustainability measures they are able to
implement. After weatherizing their homes, they could
install greywater systems or gardens. Riman is inspired by
Coop Power's hot water heater installation model, which
he says is more organized in the way labor inputs and
outputs are coordinated. Participants are required to
help four other members install solar hot water heater
systems. Riman is also inspired by an article on a
Neighborhood Home Repair Team in Tampa Florida
(Rysavy, 2008). The team began by drawing two names
out of a hat; those were the first two homes to benefit
from the team's labor. Since then, the team works on
one project a month, rotating through the members that
have worked on at least two projects.
Arkin of LAEV contends that a triangle of authority,
responsibility and accountability are important for the
functioning of any organization. LAEV has an informal
accountability mechanism in that everyone in the
community is required to attend one work party and one
dinner per month. Arkin says that though there is not yet
any formal way to hold people accountable, everyone
knows who is and is not contributing.
Some of these accountability mechanisms could be
housed within the Green Blocks platform. This would take
the pressure off of small groups to police each other,
allowing them to defer, in part, to an objective outside
source.
CONCLUSION: HOW CAN THESE EFFORTS GO VIRAL?
The groups that I have described thus far are sparse and
small, and the tools are so far used by only a fraction of a
percent of the population. So, if they are to make a real
impact, the salient question is, what are the cultural,
organizational or institutional factors that need to be in
place to induce replication of these efforts?
Some of the case studies described have already been
duplicated in other places or are themselves variations of
a model. Locating them within a Green Blocks umbrella
could hasten replication and implementation across the
country.
Over twenty weatherization barn-raising groups have
been inspired by the HEET model and trained by HEET
organizers; many are in the greater Boston area, but
some are as far away as Rhode Island and even
Portland, Oregon. Taylor says that it takes strong will and
leadership of at least two people to start a new barn-
raising group.
Transition US has sixty six official initiatives scattered across
the country. Many of these initiatives are still in the early
stages of the Transition model's twelve step process, and
seem to be mainly focused on discussion, education and
networking rather than implementation. As some of the
more well-developed initiatives make headway in
project implementation and policy change, they may
serve as examples to further inform and refine the model,
to inspire other communities to move initiatives into later
stages of action, and to incite initiatives in new locations.
Some of the groups and tools have received tens if not
hundreds of emails from people interested in replicating
their efforts in their own cities or towns. City Repair
regularly has participants from outside of Portland that
carry the placemaking strategies back to their own cities.
Though none of the efforts have reached the same level
of maturity as that of Portland, examples stretch across
North America from the west to the east coast with
locations all along the way, including Canada. Many of
these replications are singular attempts, usually
intersection painting projects, but some of them are
more advanced and organized, with multiple projects
and workshops.
Urban Garden Share has received dozens of requests
from people who would like the service in their own city.
But, Pennington says it's not just a matter of putting the
technology out into the world. Though she and her team
have put a lot of time into making the site attractive and
functional from a user perspective, it also takes on-the-
ground legwork to generate a critical mass of users.
Pennington marketed Urban Garden Share by emailing
the P-patch waiting list (P-patch is Seattle's urban
gardening program) and reaching out to SCALLOP
groups (Sustainable Communities All Over Puget Sound)
by going to meetings, flyering, and sending emails. She
asserts that for the tool to work, it needs a champion.
"It's very easy to launch," Pennington says, "it's just a
matter of whether there is someone in that city to nurture
it. I don't see it as a strong business opportunity, so I
don't feel possessive about it." Pennington has chosen
to launch in three new cities - Atlanta, Georgia; Louisville,
Kentucky; and Portland, Oregon. She chose those cities
in particular because she had email conversations with
people from those cities that convinced her that they
were on the same page, that they were all committed to
urban farming and sustainability in some way, and that
they were the right people to put the project forward.
Nahmias says to get something like Food Forward going
"there are three things you need: a pantry, trees, and a
person who is driven, passionate and inspiring. If you've
got that you're over the hump. Without that, the odds
are against you." As a result of social networking and the
media attention that Food Forward has gotten, Nahmias
has also received numerous emails from people
interested in duplicating the project. But, though people
may be sincerely inspired, they often don't follow
through. When people contact Nahmias asking for
advice, he invites them to a pick, and then more often
than not never sees them. He says that if people live
within an hour or two, and can't take the first step of
showing up to a pick, they are in no position to try to
coordinate one themselves.
The answer to whether neighborhood groups can
overcome structural and cultural barriers to
implementing sustainability measures is ultimately based
in human will as well as in organizational and
technological capacity. Our communicative, cultural,
and socio-cognitive infrastructure can no longer be
considered separately from the internet. Pursuit of
sustainable development will at times require a
distributed infrastructure that entails coordination of
dispersed interests and data points: tasks well suited for
an internet-based toolkit. At the same time, technology
alone isn't going to resolve all of the barriers to
implementation. Social networking sites don't appear
out of thin air, and websites don't create community
initiative. Technological tools must always be driven by
on-the-ground people and relationships. Once that
happens, however, twenty-first century internet
technology has the capability of spreading a good idea
like wildfire. By housing the efforts under one roof, they
should be easier to find, and therefore more likely to
spread.
APPENDIX
TABLE 1: Summary of Case Studies
What is the scope of the How is the entity most What are the main
endeavor, or to what extent functional or successful? challenges that it faces?
has it been duplicated?
Groups in dozens of other
cities have undertaken
projects inspired by VBC,
mostly intersection repair.
Some citizens have formed
groups similar to City Repair
in their own cities; none
have yet reached the
organizational capacity of
Portland's City Repair.
The Eco-village model was
defined by Gilman in 1991
There are currently 482 eco-
villages registered on the
Global Eco-village Network
in tens of countries. LAEC is
notable in that it is in an
urban context, integrated
with the surrounding
neighborhood; 89% of
registered eco-villages are
Localized placemaking
throughout the city
Building neighborhood
leadership capacity
Building social and human
capital
Placemaking and
community building in a
single, defined
neighborhood
Various on-site sustainability
measures: green
infrastructure, energy, water
Pursuit, and lobbying of city
government to support,
Moving from a stage of
placemaking and
community building to
efforts that are more
substantially grounded in
enhancing the sustainability
of participating
neighborhoods
LAEC's plans are sometimes
a step ahead of city plans
and regulations with regard
to sustainability planning
Influencing surrounding
neighborhood
City Repair VBC
LAEC
rural. There are 18 urban
eco-villages registered in the
US.
Transition Towns
CNT
Coop Power
The Transition movement is
global. There are 74
Transition Towns registered
on the Transition US website;
not all of these are active or
functional.
Most CNT tools are available
nationally.
Coop Power has 4
organizing councils: 3 are
located in Massachusetts
and 1 is located in Vermont.
The local organizing councils
are the hubs around which
members organize local
energy initiatives.
sustainable land use and
green infrastructure
measures in the immediate
neighborhood
Support of local sustainable
economic development
Building citywide social
capital
Making connections
between engaged citizens,
local organizations, and city
government
Provision of information and
tools that lead to more
sustainable behavior and
planning
Technical support and
financing for locally owned,
alternative energy
infrastructure
Network of information and
resources
Support of local energy
Moving from a generalized
model and broad concepts
to concrete implementation
Coordination with pre-
existing sustainability groups
Accessibility, usability and
interest in online tools are
variable. Not worthwhile to
keep certain tools up to
date and accessible if
public interest in it is low.
Communities need their own
champions for Coop Power
to be useful to them
service companies
Coop Power has 4
organizing councils: 3 are
located in Massachusetts
and 1 is located in Vermont.
The local organizing councils
are the hubs around which
members organize local
energy initiatives.
HEET There are a couple dozen
weatherization groups similar
to HEET. Most of them are in
Massachusetts and inspired
by HEET.
I BOG 1 BOG is national in reach.
has 16 active campaigns
and 18 potential future
campaigns.
Friends of Ballard Corners
Park
There are dozens of projects
that have benefitted from
Coop Power
Involving residents in the
design and construction of a
Communities need their own
champions for Coop Power
to be useful to them
Technical support and
financing for locally owned,
alternative energy
infrastructure
Network of information and
resources
Support of local energy
service companies
Disseminating take-home,
hands-on knowledge of
home weatherization skills
Encouraging behavior
change through action
Weatherizing homes
Inducing homeowners to
install PV, where
appropriate, by
aggregating interest and
reducing the costs and
hassle of installation.
Limited market due to cost
and shade
Customer trust
On-the-ground organizing
was largely unsuccessful;
online organizing and word
of mouth is most effective
Bureaucratic red tape: city
codes and regulations are
Organizational capacity
Facing tension between
branching out and being
locally effective
Tree People Citizen Forestry
Program
Tree People Fruit Tree
Program
Food Forward
Neighborhood Fruit
Seattle's Neighborhood
Matching Fund and from
support from the
Department of
Neighborhoods, several of
which are parks or green
infrastructure projects. The
projects vary in terms their
sustainability impact.
Tree People has trained
citizen foresters in
neighborhoods throughout
the Los Angeles area
Distributes between 9,000
and 12,000 trees per year in
the Los Angeles area
In 2009 Food Forward
harvested 100,000 pounds of
fruit. In 2010 they hope to
harvest up to 150,000
pounds.
The public tool is nationally
available. Neighborhood
Fruit is working with about 80
gleaning groups to develop
a tool that specifically
addresses their needs. Petro
neighborhood park
Raising funds for park
features
Building local leadership
capacity specifically for tree
planting and maintenance
Distribution of quality fruit
trees to recipients in low
income neighborhoods and
schools
Harvesting otherwise unused
fruit from orchards for
distribution to the hungry
Provision of up-to-date
information of fruit trees that
are ready to be harvested in
a given location
Collection of data on trees
not always prepared to deal
efficiently with citizen
implementation of
sustainability features
Citizen foresters face the
challenge of convincing
adverse neighbors that trees
are beneficial
Vetting applicants to verify
that recipients are indeed
low-income.
Organizational capacity
Accountability of volunteers
Increasing respectful use of
the tool: more tree listings to
draw more harvesters.
Seattle Department of
Neighborhoods
Urban Garden Share
Community Roots
estimates that there are
about 200-250 gleaning
groups in the US
There are dozens of projects
that have benefitted from
Seattle's Neighborhood
Matching Fund and from
support from the
Department of
Neighborhoods, several of
which are parks or green
infrastructure projects. The
projects vary in terms their
sustainability impact. Most
other cities do not have a
Department of
Neighborhoods with this
type of program
The site is meant for the
Seattle area, but usage has
spilled outside of Seattle
borders. Willing to expand
to other cities with strong
champions; piloting in three
other cities this year.
Operates in a neighborhood
with a roughly 1 mile radius
Design of data
management tools for
gleaning groups
Support of neighborhood
initiatives through matching
grants and organizational
support
Connects urban gardeners
to people with available
gardening space
Converting private lawns to
an urban multi-plot farm
Coordinating different types
of participation in the farm
Regarding sustainability
measures, the city is just
figuring out some of its
permitting and regulatory
procedures.
None spoken of - since it will
never be economically
profitable, the site is meant
to stay simple with little
ongoing maintenance
requirements
Not economically profitable,
as originally hoped
Teaching classes on urban
agriculture
Providing
identity
community
Gardens of Gratitude
Ashland Neighborhood
Garden Project
Greywater Action
Approxmiately 100 gardens
each spring in the West Los
Angeles area with some
outlying gardens.
Meant to be citywide with a
neighborhood focus.
Installation of greywater and
rainwater catchment
systems is still a fringe
activity, usually carried out
by individual homeowners.
Some cities and states are
slowly starting to promulgate
more greywater-friendly
code in the face of water
scarcity, thanks to groups
like Greywater Action.
Providing a burst of
volunteer labor and
resources to get gardens
planted
No longer in existence -
attempted to connect
gardeners to garden space
and provide technical
support
Education and training
through hands-on workshops
Building a sustainable water
workforce through training
installers
Lobbying local and state
government
As a new organization, it is
struggling with
organizational capacity and
coordinating its leadership
Organizational capacity,
economic viability, trust
Policy and regulations have
not been crafted to
accommodate water re-use
systems, so in many places
residents must choose to
bypass building codes to
implement systems.
TABLE 2: Summary of Interviews
Entity Name Location Entity Type Interviewees Dat. .f Inevy
Center for Neighborhood
Technology (CNT)
City Repair
Community Roots
Coop Power
Food Forward
Friends of Ballard Comers Park
Greenport
Greywater Action (formerly
Greywater Guerillas)
Home Energy Efficiency Team
(HEET)
Los Angeles Eco-village
Chicago, IL
Portland, OR
Boulder, CO
Northeast
Los Angeles
Seattle, WA
Cambridge, MA
Oakland, CA
Cambridge, MA
Los Angeles, CA
Non-profit organization
Non-profit organization
Farm; Neighborhood
Supported Agriculture
Non-profit organization
Non-profit organization
Neighborhood group; Non-
profit organization
Group
Non-profit organization
Non-profit
Non-profit organization;
Eco-village
Steve Perkins
Michael Cook
Hindi lserhott
Kipp Nash
Lynn Benander
Rick Nahmias
David Folweiler
Rob Riman
Randy Stern
Laura Allen
Rob Riman
Matthew Schreiner
Audrey Schulman
Jason Taylor
Lois Arkin
03-24-2010
03-11-2010
03-08-2011
03-03-2010
03-26-2010
04-01-2010
03-25-2010
03-16-2010
02-28-2010
02-17-2010
03-16-2010
02-14-2010
02-15-2010
02-16-2010
03-04-2010
Neighborhood Fruit
Neighborhood Garden Project
One Block Off the Grid (1 BOG)
Seattle Department of
Neighborhoods
The Sharing Solution
Transition Laguna
Transition Whatcom
Tree People
Urban Garden Share
GoGo Green Garden
Westside Permaculture Group;
100 Garden Challenge
National
Ashland, OR
National
Seattle, WA
National
Laguna, CA
Whatcom, WA
Los Angeles, CA
Seattle
Los Angeles, CA
Online tool
Business Venture
Company
City Government
Book
Group
Group
Non-profit organization
Online tool
Business
Group
Kaytea Petro
Scott McGuire
Matt Bellehumeur
Pamela Kllment
Janelle Orsi
Joanne Allen
Rick Dubrow
Chris Wolf
Lisa Cahill
Steve Hofvendahl
Amy Pennington
Steve Williams
03-19-2010
03-11-2010
03-15-2010
04-07-2010
04-01-2010
03-10-2010
04-23-2010
04-24-010
03-29-2010
05-12-2010
04-23-2010
03-25-2010
TABLE 3: Image Credits
Image Entity Nam Courtesy f R trieved from
Number
Stephanie Stern
City Repair
LAEV
Transition Whatcom
Greenport
CNT
Coop Power
HEET
IBOG
Depave
Friends of Ballard Corners Park
Friends of Ballard Corners Park
Friends of Ballard Corners Park
Tree People
Tree People
Tree People
"Donkeycart"
Lois Arkin
Mary Holbrow
Modified from Shirky, C. (2008). Here Comes Everybody:
The Power of Organizing Without Organizations. New
York: Penguin Press. Pg 129
Flickr.com
http://www.transitionwhatcom.org/Gallery/gallery.html
http://www.cnt.org/tcd/transopoly
http://www.cooppower.coop/
Nathan Gauthier
Eric Rosewall
David Folweiler
Henry Burton
David Folweiler
Juan Villegas
Irma Raciti
Aimee Santos
http://1bog.org/map/
2-4
6-9
10-15
16-20
21
22
23
24-29
30
31-34
35
36
37-40
41-43
44
45
Tree People
Tree People
Food Forward
Neighborhood Fruit
Neighborhood Fruit; Urban Forest Map
Fallen Fruit
Urban Garden Share
Urban Garden Share
Community Roots
Trista Thompson
Unknown
Rick Nahmiqs
46
47
48-52
53-54
55
56-59
60
61
62-65
http://neighborhoodfruit.com/
http://www.urbanforestmap.org/map/
http://www.fallenfruit.org/
http://www.urbangardenshare.org/?p=listings
Kipp Nash
Laura McLeod
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